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Abstract

Territoriality is a central issue in indigenous peoples’ struggles. Th e territorial struggles involve struggles 
over the control of natural resources and over political participation and representation, but also over the 
perception of territorial rights and the symbolic representation of the territory. Th ese struggles are carried 
through both in material and symbolic ways through recurring to diff erent discourses and representations 
that provide legitimation for the territorial claims of the group.

Th e study is located in the Northern Autonomous Atlantic Region of Nicaragua. Th e study concerns 
the territorial strategies, conceptions and practices of the indigenous people and other actors. Territorial 
confl icts exist between the autonomous region and the central government of Nicaragua, between mestizo 
settlers and indigenous people, between diff erent indigenous groups, and between these and development 
agents such as conservation projects. Th e study focuses on how territorial discourses and representations 
are used to legitimate territorial control. Environmental, historical and cartographical discourses are the 
most important discourses recurred to. Th e infl uence of discourses and representations on the territorial 
practices and policies of the diff erent actors, the links between the local struggles and global processes, and 
the broader structural factors impacting on the territorial struggles are also analysed. Among the structural 
factors are the problems related to land tenure and management and the use of natural resources, the ad-
vance of the agricultural frontier, the institutional weaknesses of the central and regional governments and 
the legislative processes. 

Th e territorial discourses are both recurred to in a strategic way and also grounded in local ideals and 
practices. Th e discourses have produced real eff ects for example in legislation, land tenure systems, politi-
cal representation and environmental practices. Although the use of discourses and representations are an 
important power tool in territorial struggles, territorial control cannot be eff ectively accomplished merely 
through representing territorial claims in a legitimate way or through reforming legislation, as the confl icts 
are also largely a result of structural factors aff ecting the region.    

Th e fi eldwork was carried out during a total of twelve months between 2000 and 2002. Th e research 
methods used were semi-structured interviews, participant observation and participatory research meth-
ods. A broad range of literary sources were also used to collect data. Th e study is located within the fi eld 
of critical political geography with a discursive political ecology approach. It can be called a critical realist 
approach to the discursive analysis of indigenous territoriality.

Key words: territory, discourse, represantation, indigenous, RAAN, Nicaragua



Abstrakt

Kampen om territoriella rättigheter är en central fråga för ursprungsfolk. Kampen handlar om kontroll 
över naturresurser och politiskt deltagande, men också om hur territoriet representeras och om territoriella 
rättigheters symboliska dimension. I denna symboliska kamp används olika diskurser och representationer 
för att legitimera den egna gruppens territoriella krav.

Studien utfördes i den norra autonoma atlantiska regionen i Nicaragua och behandlar där verksamma 
människogruppers och instansers territoriella strategier, handlingar och synsätt. Territoriella konfl ikter 
förekommer mellan den autonoma regionen och Nicaraguas centralregering, mellan mestismigranter och 
indianer, mellan olika indiangrupper samt mellan lokalbefolkningen och t.ex. olika naturskyddsprojekt. 
Studien koncentrerar sig på historiska, kartografi ska och miljödiskurser. Andra frågor som analyseras är 
hur dessa diskurser påverkar de olika aktörernas territoriella handlingar, hur diskurserna är kopplade till 
globala processer, och hur olika strukturella faktorer inverkar på de territoriella konfl ikterna. Hit hör t.ex. 
problem i anslutning till markanvändningen, jordägandet och utnyttjandet av naturresurser, institutionella 
svagheter hos centralregeringen och den autonoma regeringen, samt den nationella lagstiftningen. 

De territoriella diskurserna har inverkat bl.a. på lagstiftningen, markanvändningen, på lokalbefolk-
ningens politiska deltagande och dess miljömedvetenhet. Fastän användningen av diskurser och repre-
sentationer är en viktig del av den territoriella kampen, kan territoriell kontroll inte fås till stånd enbart 
genom denna symboliska kamp eller genom lagstiftning, eftersom konfl ikterna i hög grad påverkas av olika 
strukturella faktorer.

Fältarbetet utfördes under tolv månader mellan åren 2000 och 2002. Metoder som användes var utöver 
litteraturanalys temaintervju, deltagarobservation samt participatoriska närmelsesätt (participatory meth-
ods). Metodologiskt hör studien till kritisk politisk geografi  med förankring i diskursiv politisk ekologi.

Nyckelord: territorium, diskurs, representation, ursprungsfolk, RAAN, Nicaragua
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1. Introduction 

1.1. Background and structure of the 
study

Indigenous and environmental issues and struggles 
over natural and human resources have been at the 
forefront in the media and academic research on de-
veloping countries especially since the mid 1990s. 
Local struggles over natural and human resources 
and rights have reached the global level through 
the activities of international movements and non-
governmental organisations and the ever increasing 
interplay and interdependence of local and global 
forces. Th e unequal power structures and the lack of 
channels for participation and political representa-
tion have constituted a barrier to the empowerment 
of local communities, which has been a major con-
cern of development cooperation. Indigenous peo-
ples’ rights have not earlier occupied a strong posi-
tion in development cooperation policy, but in the 
past decades these have received an increasing share 
of the attention along with environmental issues.

In the past years the indigenous peoples in Latin 
America have become major political and social ac-
tors (Stavenhagen 1997). Th eir living circumstances 
and relationship with the state are changing and new 
demands are forging new identities or transforming 
the old ones. Th e demise of the traditional social 
movements based on class-structures since the early 
1980s has prompted the rise of the so-called “New 
Social Movements”, encompassing e.g. environ-
mental, womens’ and indigenous peoples’ struggles 
(Escobar & Alvarez 1992, Veltmeyer 1997). De-
mocratisation, local participation in decision-mak-
ing and identity have been central issues for the new 
social movements. Th e questioning of homogene-
ous nation-states has raised the voices of local iden-
tities struggling for autonomy, whether as a struggle 
for separation from the hegemony of the state or a 
struggle for participation in governing and decision-
making on the state-level (Assies & Hoekema 1994, 
Lapidoth 1996). Media technology have spread lo-
cal struggles across the globe (Routledge 1998), and 
the globalisation process has shown how close ties, 
relationships and dependencies exist between the lo-
cal and the global (a term often used to describe this 
interaction is “glocalisation”, Häkli 1999: 118). Th e 
indigenous struggles have become all the more in-
ternationalised or globalised. Ecological movements 
have joined forces with the indigenous movement, 

they have “gone indigenous”, while the western 
ideas of environmentalism has caused the indige-
nous movement to “go green” (Conklin & Graham 
1995). Th e indigenous movement has often taken 
the step directly from the local scale to the global 
(Brysk 1996), practically jumping over the national 
scale, which has often led to confl icts with other ac-
tors on the national scale.

In indigenous peoples’ struggles a central issue 
has always been territoriality. Th e claim for territo-
rial rights has been a demand for land and natural 
resources, as well as for autonomy and self-determi-
nation. Th ese territorial claims have been stated as 
indigenous peoples’ rights in the ILO Convention 
169 on Indigenous and Tribal Peoples (1989). Th is 
convention is widely known by indigenous peoples 
all over the world and the increased knowledge of it 
has contributed to the increase of demands on na-
tional governments and to confl icts between these 
and the indigenous peoples concerning the control 
over natural and human resources. 

Apart from confl icts regarding the control of ter-
ritory, territorial struggles also include confl icts in 
the perception of rights over these territories. Th ese 
questions are closely tied to the issues of cultural 
identity, ethnic consciousness and self-determina-
tion as well as struggles over representations. Th e 
term representation has two diff ering meanings in 
this study. In the fi rst, it is viewed at a more con-
crete down-to-earth level as political representation, 
implying “who does what”, who is represented, who 
holds the power in decision-making in the control 
over resources. In the second meaning, it is analysed 
more as an ideological discourse referring to “who 
thinks what”, implying what images people create 
of themselves and others in the diff ering uses of ter-
ritoriality (Bond & Gilliam 1994, Duncan & Ley 
1993). Th e domination of space occurs according 
to Lefebvre (1991) through the ability to represent 
it in a particular way. Allen (2003: 165) states that 
the most eff ective appropriation of space is made 
by those who make symbolic use of what is around 
them and turn it into their own needs, either by 
subverting the codes of the dominant space or by 
representing an alternative way of inhabiting it. Th e 
power invested in representing space in a certain 
way is a central part of this study. I however realised 
that certain structural factors, such as legislative fac-
tors, can often be even more eff ective in dominating 
the use of space.

Th e territorial and cultural representations con-
structed and used by the diff erent actors are laid 
out in varying discourses. I see discourse as a so-
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cial act of creating meaning and infl uencing one’s 
own, and others, actions. Discourse infuses social 
relationships with power. Human actions are always 
infl uenced by the actions of others, and in study-
ing discourses it is important to understand the 
conditions under which certain discourses rise, and 
under what conditions which human actions and 
discourses have more or less power to aff ect others 
and to eff ect change. 

In the year 1999, I was off ered the possibility to 
formulate a research plan for my doctoral studies 
that was to be part of a multi-disciplinary research 
project on confl icts over resources and representa-
tions in Nicaragua at the Helsinki University In-
stitute of Development Studies. Nicaragua was an 
altogether new country for me despite my earlier 
focusing on Latin America. I took up the challenge, 
and during that year we wrote up our individual 
and group research plans and applied for funding 
from the Academy of Finland. Th e funding was 
granted, and so from January 2000, I was working 
as an Academy researcher during three years (with a 
seven-month rest on sickness leave due to a car ac-
cident). After the project funding ended, I contin-
ued the research along with my teaching and other 
responsibilities at the Department of Geography. 
I had done my Master’s thesis on indigenous land 
confl icts in Bolivia, and had decided to continue 
with the topic of indigenous people and territory 
and tied that to the cultural issues of representation. 
Th e focus and research questions were clarifi ed dur-
ing the fi rst years of the research and I took on a fo-
cus of what territorial discourses and representations 
the diff erent actors involved (mainly the indigenous 
people) recurred to in order to justify and legitimise 
their own territorial views and practices. 

Th is fi rst chapter brings an introduction and 
practical context to the study, along with a short 
introduction to the regional context. Th e second 
chapter presents the theoretical context within 
which it is analysed. I depart from critical politi-
cal geography and discursive political ecology in my 
approach to territoriality. I view territory as a space 
and a discursively and socially constructed process. 
In short I could call my approach a critical realist 
approach to the discursive analysis of indigenous 
territoriality. 

In chapter 3, I analyse the cultural and structural 
context of the Atlantic Coast, focusing on the in-
digenous movements, the institutional framework 
of the central and regional governments concern-
ing environmental management, and the legislative 
context, which has a decisive infl uence on the out-

comes of territorial practices and confl icts. 
In chapter 4, the territorial conceptions and prac-

tices of the various actors are analysed in a chrono-
logical order, beginning with the Moskitia territory, 
which was established in the colonial times. Infl u-
enced by both global actors and state legislation and 
policies, various territorial conceptions have been 
prevalent in the indigenous communities. Th ese in-
clude the conceptions of family lands, communal 
lands, private and cooperative lands, multi-com-
munal territories and regional territories, such as 
the Moskitia territory. Presently, a demarcation and 
titling process is carried out according to the multi-
communal conception of territory.

Chapter 5 focuses on the confl ictive relation-
ship between the Atlantic Coast as a region and the 
central government and the Pacifi c Coast of Nica-
ragua. Th e Atlantic Coast is largely an indigenous 
area, whereas the Pacifi c is mestizo, and due to the 
national marginalisation of the Atlantic Coast, se-
cessionist movements and ideas have existed since 
the “reincorporation” of the Coast to the Nicara-
guan state in 1894. Th e most serious confl ict on 
the Coast is that brought about by the spreading 
of the agricultural frontier from the Pacifi c. Mes-
tizo settlers have been settling on the Atlantic since 
the 1950s, albeit in an increasing and unsustainable 
degree since the end of the Sandinista-Contra war 
in 1990. Another confl ictive issue concerning the 
regional and national management of resources on 
the Atlantic Coast is the forestry sector. Most of 
the forests of Nicaragua are located on the Atlantic 
Coast, but although these resources are of impor-
tance to the national government, the Coast receives 
only a small share of its benefi ts. 

In chapter 6, the management of the protected 
area of the Bosawás Biosphere Reserve is analysed. 
In this area, practically all of the diff erent sorts of 
territorial confl icts occur; conlicts between indige-
nous communities and territories, between mestizo 
settlers and indigenous inhabitants, and between 
the central and local and regional governments. Th e 
forest resources are here also the most important re-
sources fought over. 

In chapter 7, the most important territorial 
discourses the various actors recur to are analysed 
(even though I concentrate on the discourses of 
the indigenous people). I have distinguished three 
main groups of discursive frameworks, which fo-
cus on the environmental discourses, the historical 
discourses and the cartographical discourses. Th e 
various actors create their own discourses around 
these themes and try to legitimise their own view 
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and their own practices by delegitimising the other 
actors’ discourses. I emphasise that although the use 
of discourses and representations are an important 
power tool in the territorial confl icts, the analysis of 
confl icts should not pay too much attention only 
to the symbolical power vested in discourses and 
representations. Th e confl icts are after all much a 
result of structural factors aff ecting the region, such 
as poverty, violence, political under-representation, 
the non-enforcement of legislation and regulations, 
institutional overlapping and the weak capacity for 
good governance. I therefore depart from a critical 
realist approach to discourse, which gives impor-
tance both to the symbolical aspects of discourse 
and representation, and to the ontological reality of 
the structures and institutions having an impact on 
the territorial confl icts. 

 

1.2. Studying the Atlantic Coast

1.2.1. Research questions  

Th e research analyses struggles for territorial con-
trol in the Northern Autonomous Atlantic Region 
(RAAN) in eastern Nicaragua, focusing on the ter-
ritorial conceptions, practices and strategies and the 
agency of the various actors (indigenous people, 
governmental agencies, and national and interna-
tional environmental movements), and especially 
how these strategically use diff erent territorial dis-
courses and representations to control, defend and 
contest confl icting notions of territory. Territory 
is viewed both as a space and a discursive process, 
or a means of signifying and legitimising action 
(Kuusisto-Arponen 2003). Territoriality can be 
read as discourse in diff erent systems of signifi ca-
tion expressed in speech, actions (of individuals 
and institutions), politics, education etc. Th e study 
examines the control over natural and human re-
sources and how these resources are and have been 
defended and contested by the social actors at dif-
ferent scales and times. Confl icts over land and oth-
er natural resources exist between the indigenous 
communities, between these and mestizo settlers 
and between the local population and development 
agents. Regional confl icts between the population 
and regional government of the Atlantic Region and 
the state or central government are also frequent. 
Th ese territorial confl icts pertain both to the control 
of natural resources and to the control of political, 
economic and social power. A special emphasis is 

put on the struggles of the indigenous peoples, as 
these peoples constitute a majority at the regional 
level. Th e broader political-economic processes and 
contexts at regional, national and global levels and 
their infl uence on local level struggles are also ana-
lysed. Th e aspects here analysed are the legislative 
context, the context of regional autonomy, the im-
pacts of regional and national-level institutions and 
global discourses on the management of the terri-
tory. Th ese aspects involve complex social relations 
and power structures, which are deeply connected 
with the questions of representation. Political rep-
resentation is one of the main issues in indigenous 
peoples’ struggles, as these peoples have tradition-
ally been relegated to an inferior position in society. 
Th e cultural and territorial representations also have 
a signifi cant impact on the territorial struggles. Th e 
diff ering views the social groups have of each other 
and their diff ering conceptions of territory infl u-
ence the territorial struggles and the local, regional 
and national policies that aff ect these. A distinction 
is also made between representations and discourses 
as essential ideals based on an ontological reality 
and as contemporary constructed strategies for ter-
ritorial control (strategic essentialism). Th e impact 
of global forces on policies at lower levels is also ex-
amined.

Struggles over the physical territory are simul-
taneously struggles over material resources and 
cultural meanings, representations and symbolic 
processes. Diff erent actors rely on diff erent sources 
of power, investing in both meanings and material 
resources in their struggles over territorial control. 
Th e discourses and representations can off er the 
weaker actors a new possibility for agency. Th e so-
cial actors actively through their practices and dis-
courses create and recreate territories at diff erent 
scales from the local to the global. Th ese territories 
exist at diff erent levels, as perceived, conceived and 
lived spaces (Lefebvre 1991). While humans create 
and shape territories, these territories also shape the 
human actions. Th e discourses and representations 
used are also constitutive of political processes di-
recting environmental and territorial policies. Both 
human agency and the physical territory are further 
shaped by historical, cultural, social and economic 
contexts, structures and institutions. 

Th e case study of the Atlantic Coast as a region 
and the Bosawás Biosphere Reserve in particular 
show how territories are diff erently constructed, 
defended and contested by the diff erent social ac-
tors and their competing territorial conceptions. I 
analyse which are the most commonly used territo-
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rial discourses and how they impact on territorial 
construction. I ask whether the construction of con-
temporary indigenous multi-communal territories 
encompass essential ideals based on an ontological 
reality, or if they are merely contemporary territorial 
strategies constructed with the aid of current global 
indigenous and environmental discourses. I further 
ask what positive and negative implications there 
are for indigenous peoples using environmentalism, 
ancestral domains discourses, and countermapping 
as discursive strategies in their territorial struggles, 
and what implications the use of these discourses 
carry for the conservation of natural resources and 
for indigenous territorial control. I do not hold the 
common view that discourses and representations 
merely constrain human agency, and are simply con-
temporary strategies and constructions implement-
ed from above. Th e discourses and representations 
also have an enabling potential to off er the weaker 
actors a new possibility for agency and a new room 
for manoeuvre, and to infl uence political processes 
directing territorial and environmental policies and 
practices.

In short, the key issues to be analysed in the re-
search are:
•  Th e diff ering territorial strategies, conceptions 

and practices of the diff erent actors, and 
confl icts between these.  

• Th e territorial discourses most often 
recurred to (environmental, historical, and 
cartographical) and how they are used as 
strategies in the territorial struggles. 

• Th e broader political-economic, historical, 
cultural and social contexts, structures and 
institutions at regional, national and global 
levels and their infl uence on local level 
struggles. 

• Th e infl uence of discourses and representations 
on environmental and territorial policies.

• Th e formation and strategies of indigenous 
movements and the links between indigenous 
territorial and environmental struggles and 
global processes, policies and movements. 

Th e study is located within the fi eld of politi-
cal geography (especially territoriality studies) with 
a discursive political ecology and a critical realist 
approach. Th e territorial confl icts analysed are in-
terethnic confl icts between the regional and nation-
al level (secessionist tendencies) and at the regional 
level (confl icts between mestizo settlers and indige-
nous people due to the expansion of the agricultural 
frontier), intraethnic confl icts at the communal and 

territorial level over the delimitation of territories, 
and the confl icts related to the management of nat-
ural resources (the forestry sector and the manage-
ment of the Bosawás reserve). 

Diff erent sorts of confl icts over resources are ac-
cording to Larson (2001) related primarily to four 
factors: a) the relative abundancy or lack of resourc-
es; b) the forms of land tenure and ownership of the 
resources; c) the degree of institutionalisation; and 
d) the degree of local organisation in relation to local 
resources. I analyse all of these factors and their ef-
fects on territorial confl icts. Concerning the natural 
resources, I analyse the forestry resources, which are 
the most important natural resources in the North-
ern Atlantic Autonomous Region (RAAN), and the 
questions related to protected areas (the RAAN has 
one of the largest protected areas in Central America, 
the Bosawás Biosphere Reserve). Purposefully I left 
out confl icts concerning e.g. the mineral, fi shing, 
and energy (petroleum) sector, even though these 
are also frequent and important in the RAAN. Con-
fl icts over subsistence versus profi t occur in areas 
rich in natural resources, such as the RAAN, where 
the big companies try to carry out their business. 
Th is most often occurs in areas of so called “national 
lands”, such as in the areas of the expanding agricul-
tural frontier. In the RAAN several severe confl icts 
have occurred between indigenous communities 
which mainly practice subsistence agriculture and 
forestry, and international logging companies. 

Territorial and political confl icts derived from 
the ownership, use and control of resources also of-
ten occur in areas rich in natural resources. Th is also 
most easily occurs in the agricultural frontier area 
because of its frontier nature, with low levels of in-
stitutionalisation and a diff use division of rights and 
responsibilities vis-à-vis the laws. In these areas the 
land ownership structure is also very unregulated 
and disordered. Th e access and control over land, 
especially at the agricultural frontier, is the most fre-
quent sort of territorial and environmental confl ict 
in the RAAN. Th e confl icts between the users of 
resources and those in charge of their management 
and control can occur both in resource-rich and re-
source-poor areas. In the fi rst case there may be con-
fl icts over the access to important resources, and in 
the second case because of the intentions of protect-
ing the few remaining resources. A case of this sort 
of confl ict in my study is the case of the Bosawás 
Biosphere Reserve and the principle of co-manage-
ment between the state and the communities.  

Th e various actors strategically use diff erent 
meanings, discourses and representations to legiti-
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mise their own territorial practices and conceptions 
and delegitimise those of others. I do not however 
partake of totally constructivist thinking of terri-
tory as only constituted through discourses and in 
the minds of people, but rather use the critical real-
ist view in seeing territory and territoriality as also 
grounded in social and historical structures based 
on an empirical ontological reality. In the view of 
territoriality as a process, I analyse how the Atlan-
tic Coast and the Bosawás region have been socially 
constructed and contested and institutionalised as 
part of the national territory. Using Paasi’s (1996) 
notions of the institutionalisation of territories, 
I also study the creation of a new spatial unit, the 
multi-communal territories, and the local struggles 
to institutionalise these territories in the national 
land tenure legislation and to demarcate and title 
these lands.

1.2.2. Research methods

Th e research methods used were semi-structured 
interviews, participant observation and participa-
tory research methods. Th e fi eldwork was carried 
out in three periods (March-May 2000, September 
2000-January 2001 and October-December 2002). 
Th e fi eldwork communities were chosen partly on 
the basis of the occurrence of diff erent sorts of con-
fl icts over natural resources, and partly on the basis 
of practical concerns. Th ese practical matters were 
for example cases where I was introduced to com-
munity leaders through NGOs working in the re-
gion. I deliberately chose communities where forest 
resources were the most important natural resource. 
Th e study therefore does not include communities 
in the coastal region, where marine resources and 
oil are the most important. I also wanted to choose 
both Miskitu and Mayangna communities. With 
the word community, I refer in this work to a small 
spatial unit, more or less like a village. Th e com-
munities are often also constituted by a group of 
extended families, but due to intermarriage this can 
not nowadays anymore be a criteria for defi ning a 
community in the RAAN. Concerning the com-
plexity and heterogeneity of the word community, 
see Agrawal (1999). 

In the communities, the large part of the people 
interviewed were selected through strategic sampling 
(for example interviewing people that the commu-
nity leaders or NGO workers regarded as important 
for my study), and through snowball sampling. As 

Seidman (1998) states, as interviewees have to agree 
to being interviewed, there is always an element of 
self-selection in interview studies. Interviews were 
also made with key informants, of whom many 
were village leaders of diff erent kind. Th e number 
of interviewees was as follows:

Awas Tingni   20  + group work 40
Bilwi    35
Musawás  25
Alal   1
Waspám  8
Karrizal   10 + group work 20
Sikilta   28 + group work 20
Kupahwás  2
Managua  31
El Hormiguero  11
Siuna   6

Total:    175 

Semi-structured interviews proved to be the 
most effi  cient way of gathering material from lo-
cal people. Structured interviews would have been 
diffi  cult to carry through about confl ictive topics 
and about local perceptions and conceptions, but 
semi-structured interviews could be carried out in 
a more informal way in a more relaxed atmosphere. 
Especially in the use of key informants there was a 
male bias, and in the interviews with the common 
village members, the main information came from 
male interviewees. Th e women were very short in 
their answers, even though I told them that they 
do not have to know anything about the subject, 
but I just want to know what their opinions are. 
Women are usually not interviewed very much in 
studies carried out in the communities by NGOs or 
other agencies and are extremely shy to voice their 
opinions to outsiders. Using a female interpreter in 
one village did not help very much in this respect. 
Th e interviews with common community members 
were carried out partly in Spanish, partly in Miskitu 
and Mayangna with the aid of interpreters. Even 
though I explained to the interpreters very thor-
oughly the way I wanted the interviews to be carried 
out and what I wanted from them, I realised with 
my very limited knowledge of the languages that the 
interpreters sometimes interpreted the answers ac-
cording to what they thought I wanted to hear. I 
then explained to them again more thoroughly the 
purpose of translating everything just as it was said, 
and not as they themselves interpreted the answer or 
the question, emhasising that it was only a question 



12

of translation, not of interpretation of meaning. Th e 
extracts from interviews that I quote in the text have 
been translated by myself from Spanish. 

To the community of Sikilta, I made several 
visits, and my interpreter got very well trained in 
the work, and both in this community and others, 
I mainly used community leaders as interpreters, 
especially as these had already earlier worked as in-
terpreters. In the other cases, the same interpreters 
were used in diff erent communities. Th e advantage 
of using community leaders was also that they were 
often the only community members with a fl uent 
knowledge of Spanish. Th e disadvantage of using 
the leaders was that the community members were 
afraid to voice their criticism about the leaders. Peo-
ple sometimes came to me in the evening when I 
was alone to talk about matters they had not been 
able to voice directly in the interview. Diff erent 
sorts of community frictions maybe did not come 
to the open this way, but on the other hand I got 
valuable information from the leaders when getting 
to know them better, information I would other-
wise not have got. As Nygren (2004a: 192) remarks, 
spending much time with the informants provides 
possibilities to cross-check the information in dif-
ferent contexts. 

Th e use of a tape recorder was most probably a 
disadvantage in certain cases because it made people 
nervous, but in some cases it proved an advantage, 
because people felt they were taken seriously and 
that they had valuable information to off er (and 
that they might get their name in a book!). Some 
of the interviews in the communities were carried 
out as group interviews although most were indi-
vidual. Th e ages of the interviewed were between 
16 and over 80. Some of the questions proved to 
be diffi  cult for ordinary community members (or 
even for the leaders), especially questions on iden-
tity. Th is highlighted the importance of making the 
questions as simple and practical as possible. Apart 
from the interviews at community level, semi-struc-
tured interviews were also conducted with govern-
mental offi  cials at central, regional and municipal 
level, representatives of national and international 
NGOs, researchers and other keypersons. Some of 
the interviewees were interviewed several times. Th e 
length of the interviews was generally between thir-
ty minutes and one and a half hours. Apart from the 
interviews, I also had unstructured chats with many 
people both in Managua and on the Coast. 

Apart from interviews, I also made use of partici-
pant observation and some participatory methods 
such as Venn diagrammes to describe the institu-

tions and the natural resources important for the 
communities. Th ese methods did not give any clear 
results partly because the people thought I am ex-
pecting certain results, which they then put forth, 
and partly because the people were not used to put 
forth anything in written form and had diffi  culties 
with this. An example was the participatory draw-
ing of territorial maps in the community of Kar-
rizal. Th e men’s group managed to draw a detailed 
map of the territory, but the women’s group was 
not even able to start. I then put the papers aside 
and started to talk with the women and to make 
questions about the territory and the location of 
communities. In the discussion I noticed that the 
women had a perfect knowledge of which commu-
nity was located at which bend of the river, but they 
had never put anything on paper, so they could not 
do this. Th us semistructured and unstructured and 
informal interviews and discussions gave me much 
more information on these matters. 

When people did Venn diagrammes about the 
importance of the forest they clearly emphasised the 
conservationist aspects because they expected that I 
wanted them to emphasise these. Only as last points 
did they point out the economic importance of the 
resources, saying that because of the misery and 
poverty in the communities they are obliged to ben-
efi t economically from the forest. Th e conservation-
ist aspects were always emphasised when I was the 
one organising meetings and participatory group 
work, but at indigenous meetings organised by the 
indigenous organisations themselves, aspects related 
to economic needs and self-government of the in-
digenous territory were much more important. Th e 
people I got to know fairly well from the Miskitu 
organisation the Elder’s Council, were always when 
talking privately with me talking about conservation 
and environmental matters. Nevertheless, when I 
visited meetings organised by them, territory was 
one of the most important themes, although this 
was mostly spoken of in terms of the right to use 
and control and benefi t from the resources, and not 
in the conservationist aspect. However every time 
these people participated in meetings organised by 
funding agencies, the conservationist aspects were 
emphasised in a strategic way. Th is cannot however 
justify a view that environmental matters are of no 
local importance other than strategic. Th e objective 
truth of discourses is not as signifi cant (and indeed 
is impossible) to prove, as emphasising their strate-
gic use for defending and constructing a spatially 
and socially sustainable way of life.

Apart from the material and observations gath-
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ered with the methods described above, literary 
sources of varying kind were used. Among these were 
scientifi c papers, governmental documents, project 
documents from diff erent NGOs, maps, newspa-
pers and trustworthy internet sources. Getting hold 
of documents in a country like Nicaragua proved to 
be a very strenuous task, indeed much more diffi  cult 
than in other Latin American countries where I have 
gathered material. Doing fi eldwork in one of the 
poorest parts of one of the poorest countries in Lat-
in America, and especially in a physically demand-
ing environment (tropical rainforest areas), also put 
some special limitations to working effi  ciently and 
quickly. Th e same amount of work could have been 
done in a much shorter time in a physically and cul-
turally less demanding context. To give a view of the 
fi eldwork context I recount here some excerpts from 
my fi eldwork diary:

October 2000, Awas Tingni. …two days my 
guide could not cross the river because it had rained 
so much. So I was just stuck in the house I stayed in, 
playing with the girls, and trying to catch up a little 
on my Mayangna, as there was no one who talked 
Spanish...It was diffi  cult to sleep on the wooden 
“bed” without any mattress and with cockroaches 
and bats roaming around the room, so I was con-
stantly a bit tired because of the lack of sleep…On 
Sunday I went twice to the service in the Moravian 
church, although I could not understand much as it 
was in Miskitu and Mayangna (even though some-
one tried to translate to me)…I went swimming one 
day in the river, and suddenly a snake popped up 
its head just a metre from me – that was the only 
time I dared go swimming…there are also jaguars 
around, they said a jaguar had stolen a pig the other 
night… 

January 2001: …I have seen over 20 alligators 
on my journey through Bosawás, eaten wild boar, 
peccary, and who knows what, seen the densest 
rainforest in my life and slept with hundreds of 
cockroaches…one day I walked two hours to anoth-
er community through very deep mud (my boots 
got stuck and left behind several times) – I prob-
ably drank around 10 litres of water on the way, 
water that I took from small springs along the track. 
When we arrived in the small community, where 
I was supposed to interview a 100-year old man, 
his daughter told me he was out in the forest hunt-
ing and would not be back until tomorrow…so we 
walked back and even though I had drunk a lot, I 
got dehydrated and started vomiting after arriving 
and having got food and water…

October 2002: I was supposed to leave from 

Puerto to Bonanza by plane, but when I went to 
the airport they said the fl ight for that day was can-
celled, but there would be a fl ight tomorrow at 11 
a.m. When I arrived the next day at the airport, they 
said the plane is late and they did not know when 
it would leave, maybe around 1 p.m. I had already 
put all my literature in my luggage so I had nothing 
to do but sit and wait – and fi nally the plane left at 
4.30 p.m. I recalled the words of a North-American 
fi sher in Puerto: “here it’s always hurry up and wait, 
even though you don’t know what you’re waiting 
for”… When I fi nally arrived in Bonanza, the in-
digenous leaders of Musawás were outside my hotel 
and said they had been waiting for me since yes-
terday, wondering if I will show up at all. So I paid 
them for that day’s waiting too. Th e next day we set 
out to Musawás. First it was a four-hour canoe trip, 
then walking some two hours in the worst mud I 
had ever imagined I would see. First I had told the 
leaders that I could walk all the way (one day), but 
they convinced me not to, because the mud can be 
knee-deep. And two hours was really quite enough. 
I would never have imagined that walking in the 
mud and rain could be the most terrible exercises I 
had ever had. My muscles were all sick the next day. 
Sometimes the mud came up to 20 cm of depth, 
and several times my boots got stuck behind me in 
the mud, and a few times I slipped and fell. Luckily 
my guides were carrying my backpack, so I only had 
to carry my water, camera and walking stick. My 
boots were new and they cut some wounds in my 
fl esh and got infected. I consider myself the kind of 
person who normally likes hard physical workout, 
but this was really too much, I would have given 
almost anything to be anywhere else. But fi nally 
we arrived, in a muddy and fi lthy state…Th e next 
days it rained a lot, and the good thing was that we 
got rainwater, so I did not have to drink water from 
the river, which looked rather muddy. One day I 
was given water in another house, and a few hours 
after that I was vomiting and had a stomach-ache, 
diarrhea and 39.1 ºC of fever…When I arrived back 
in Bonanza after nine days, it felt like heaven to get 
ice-cream and tomatoes (after not having seen veg-
etables for over a week). And to wash myself with 
clean water. I felt like a new person. 

16 December 2002: I had to go twice by taxi 
to the Ministry of the Environment 10 km out of 
town. Th e day before, I had also gone twice by taxi 
to the Ministry of Agriculture 10 km in the other 
direction. And then I drove around in taxi looking 
for the institution PROFOR. I had been given the 
wrong address, and the taxi driver could not fi nd 
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it, so I had to return to town again and call the in-
stitution. And then on Th ursday I had been prom-
ised an interview in another institution at 12 p.m. 
I waited until 2 p.m., but the person did not turn 
up, and nobody knew where he was, so I left. After-
wards I heard from an acquaintance that the person 
had come at 4 p.m. and asked for me. How had I 
not learnt yet that one should always have plenty 
of reading along to be able to stay around several 
hours waiting… 

1.2.3. Ethics, values and motivation

In choosing the topic of my research, I regarded it 
ethical and motivating to choose a topic that could 
provide potential benefi t to the participants and so-
ciety studied, and that it should also relate to an im-
portant intellectual issue. Connected to these ideas, 
I also had to think about the possible negative eff ects 
of a confl ictive topic, such as the misuse of the in-
formation by certain groups. To diminish this risk, 
the interviews are confi dential and anonymous, and 
I have tried not to take sides with any party. I also 
informed the interviewees of the purpose, methods 
and sponsors of the research. Th e UNESCO states 
in its ethical guidelines on research (UNESCO) 
that “the researchers should avoid undue intrusion 
into the lives of the individuals or communities they 
study. Th e welfare of the informants should have the 
highest priority; their dignity, privacy and interests 
should be protected at all times”. Th is meant that I 
in many cases was not able to carry out research in 
the extent I wanted, so as not to be a burden to the 
people (or as I thought I might be). I also clearly 
stated that the interviews were voluntary. Working 
in a culture previously unknown to me, I also took 

care to get information on, and to be aware of local 
customs. Th is for example meant that in the com-
munities I did not work or travel during Sundays. 

As Routledge (2003) points out, a researcher’s 
moral responsibility of writing critically about the 
topic can also lead to ethical confl icts. Th e research 
may undermine the goals of social movements and 
it is important for academics to be critical with 
resisting others and to engage in collaboration as 
well as criticism and analysis. Writing academically 
about social movements needs to take a middle-way 
between support for the movement and the pro-
fessional and ethical requirements to be construc-
tively critical while also not providing help to the 
movement’s opponents. Moreover, being construc-
tively critical of a movement may contribute to that 
movement’s sustainability. Th is constructive cri-
tique entails embodied collaboration with struggles 
in situ. Second, it entails linking such struggles to 
broader networks of resistance through activism at 
‘home’. Th ird, it entails being constructively critical 
of struggles through sharing research fi ndings with 
social movements. Fourth, it entails forging net-
works between academics and activists. 

When writing about the Indians’ relationship to 
their territory, there sometimes arose some confl ict 
between my critical academic responsibility and the 
goals of the indigenous movement I supported ethi-
cally. I asked myself, should I not write critically in 
order not to undermine their goals (practice some 
self-censorship), or should I give preference to the 
academic criticality and hope this does not cause 
damage to the movements I study? I realised that 
the best way not to be overwhelmed by these sorts 
of issues was to collaborate in the peoples’ struggles 
by for example sharing my experiences of work with 
other indigenous peoples’ movements and with 
funding agencies so as to broaden the local people’s 
perspective and knowledge on the issues confront-
ing them. One should also be constructively critical 
of the struggles through sharing the research with 
other social movements both abroad and at home 
and exchanging ideas, thus establishing networks 
and collaboration between the academia and activ-
ists. 

Another ethical aspect related to my research was 
the question of doing justice to the researched peo-
ple when using an interpreter while researching on 
e.g. the local values concerning the natural resourc-
es. Using an interpreter can lead to wrong interpre-
tations and scarce “inside” knowledge by not being 
able to talk directly to the informants in their own 
language. Problems also arose in recording the in-

Figure 1. Transporting bananas in a pipante.
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terviews. Sometimes the recorder was an advantage, 
especially when I interviewed keypersons who were 
used to interviews, but when interviewing village 
people, it often caused some uneasiness and fear.

A further ethical aspect related to work in devel-
oping countries is the question of nationality and 
gender, in my case being a foreign woman doing re-
search among the Indians. Th ese identities can raise 
expectations for development assistance from the lo-
cal people. Being Finnish and having contacts with 
the Finnish NGO Kepa made people believe I was a 
Kepa worker and was planning new projects. It was 
thus sometimes rather diffi  cult to justify my doing 
“only” research, and getting people to understand 
what this meant. However, being a Finn and in con-
tact with Kepa was mainly an advantage in provid-
ing access to fi eldwork possibilities in the communi-
ties, because Kepa was one of the organisations with 
the best reputation on the Atlantic Coast. Working 
in collaboration with both NGOs and social move-
ments has its pros and its cons, and confronts you 
with the question of being an activist / researcher / 
development worker or trying to somehow be all 
of them at once. Further, the aspect of being from 
a non-colonialist country was an advantage. Being 
a female had both its pros and its cons. On the one 
hand, it could have been easier being a male as I 
was working mainly with male interviewees and 
informants. On the other hand, I was often more 
eagerly assisted because I was a foreign woman. Th is 
was also an advantage when conducting interviews 
with local women in the communities, because they 
could somehow relate to me at the level of gender. 
A negative gender aspect in my work was however 
the male bias of interviewees and research assistants. 
Th is was however a practical aspect, as I received 
much more information through male interviewees 
than through women. I also had some problems be-
cause of having to contract community leaders as 
assistants, as mentioned in the earlier chapter. I had 
ethical responsibilities to the leaders, so as not to get 
them into problems with the community because of 
working with me.

Th e reporting of research fi ndings to the local 
level constitutes another problematic aspect. Many 
people asked me to supply them with a copy of the 
fi nal research. Although this would be the ethical 
ideal, I had to tell them that I will most probably 
not have the possibility to get the dissertation trans-
lated to Spanish, but I promised that I will try to 
make a summary in Spanish available. Th is still has 
to be done to fulfi ll my promises. I however used 
other ways of collaboration by exchanging ideas and 

knowledge with the local people and by spending 
my leisure time with them in their everyday activi-
ties. A problem related to this was the question of 
how much time I should spend talking with the peo-
ple about the topics they themselves wanted to talk 
about, but which were not of practical use for my 
own research. Sometimes I also felt I was “wasting” 
time by socialising with the locals in order to gain 
trust and “insider” knowledge, because doing this 
meant for example that I took part in the activists’ 
informal get-togethers where the activists got quite 
drunk, and those situations were not very pleasant 
for me. Other ways of taking part in local life were 
easier, such as going to church (although I could not 
understand the services because they were mostly in 
Miskitu and Mayangna).

Doing research in economically poor contexts 
also means you are forced to collaborate with lo-
cals economically so as not only to take advantage 
of them by expecting them to give their time for 
interviews while not giving anything in return. 
Giving some remuneration to some people easily 
caused envy and distrust among other community 
members who were interviewed but not given any 
sort of compensation (I was practically obliged to 
give remuneration to the main informants but had 
no possibility to give any sort of remuneration for 
all the interviewees). On the Atlantic Coast, there 
is widespread “assistentialism” (referred to as “hilp 
laka” in Miskitu); the indigenous people have got 
used to receiving economic returns from outsiders, 
both through the work of development agents and 
researchers. Th is mentality arose especially during 
the wartime exile in Honduras, where the people 
got accustomed to receiving material aid from the 
UNHCR with nothing expected from them in 
return. Many of the NGO-workers I talked with 
stated that this assistentialist mentality is a constant 
problem for them too. 

Another ethical aspect related to research on 
confl icts is the role you have to take of being im-
partial, while others easily see you as partial, lead-
ing to lack of trust and also to the problem of the 
validity of interview responses. Here the researcher’s 
own actions and values also shape the responses and 
the way he/she is positioned by the interviewees and 
how that shapes what information the researcher is 
given and how it is represented. Th e positionality of 
the researcher thus infl uences how ‘truths’ are repre-
sented, and partly then acts to construct knowledge. 
In doing research on discourses and representations, 
one can thus never come to a conclusion of what is 
the truth, rather one can only study whose truth the 
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received information represents, how those truths 
are constructed and (re)presented, how they con-
struct and compete with one another and how they 
infl uence practical decisions and policies.

1.2.4. Th e regional context

Nicaragua off ers an interesting case study for strug-
gles over representations and resources. Th ere have 
been drastic political, social and environmental 
changes in the country during the last twenty years. 
Civil society has also been exceptionally active in 
Nicaragua and many confl icts between the state and 
civil society occur. Th e Atlantic Coast of Nicaragua 
is an extensive region covering half of the national 
territory stretching from the mountains and tropical 
forests of central Nicaragua to the pine forests in the 

north-east, and savannahs, mangrove swamps and 
lagoons along the Caribbean Coast. Th e Northern 
Atlantic Region is an especially interesting region 
when it concerns indigenous peoples’ struggles (Fig-
ure 2). Half of the region’s population is indigenous, 
whereas the indigenous peoples constitute only 2% 
of the total population of the country. National 
processes such as the autonomy process, and earlier 
historical processes (such as the times under Brit-
ish indirect colonial rule), have been important 
in strengthening the indigenous identity in the 
RAAN.

Th ere has always been a very strong contrast and 
division between the Atlantic Region and the rest of 
the country. Th e diff erent history and natural en-
vironment, the heterogeneous ethnic mixture, with 
several indigenous and creole groups, the predomi-
nance of the English and the Miskitu language and 

Figure 2. Th e Atlantic Coast of Nicaragua and its indigenous population
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the Moravian church, and the national marginalisa-
tion of the region have given rise to a division of the 
country into the indigenous and “English” Atlantic 
region and the “Spanish” rest of the country. Th is 
division is very visible both in practice and in the 
minds of people, and the peoples of the Atlantic Re-
gion have always fought against the hegemony and 
dominance of the “Spanish” Nicaragua. Th e divi-
sion was taken to extremes during the Sandinista 
years when the Sandinista policies were perceived 
by the indigenous people as contrary to their goals, 
and this confl ictive situation caused the indigenous 
people to take up arms with the Contras against the 
Sandinistas. 

Th e Nicaraguan state and the regional govern-
ment of the RAAN have both through coercive pol-
icies and through negotiation with local actors in-
fl uenced the territorial structure of the RAAN. One 
of the results has been the territorial demarcation 
of communal indigenous land, a process which in 
many places has not yet been carried through. Th e 
boundaries and the use of both communal and in-
dividual lands is often a contested terrain on which 
power structures, structures of representation, local 
resistance and global forces infl uence. Th e land ten-
ure legislation has been confusing and overlapping 
laws have complicated the land tenure and led to 
territorial confl icts. In the research area, territorial 
struggles exist at all scales. At the local scale there 
exist intercommunal confl icts between indigenous 
communities over the location of the boundaries. 
Th ese communities, on the other hand, also face a 
common “threat” in the colonisation of commu-
nal lands by the mestizo peasants who are driven 
out from western Nicaragua because of population 
pressure and lack of arable land. Th ere also exist 
ethnic regional confl icts over resources, which are 
highly infl uenced by the stereotypical representa-
tions of the “Other” and their territoriality. On the 
one hand, the settlers may be seen by the Indians 
as encroachers disrupting the ecologically harmo-
nious life of the indigenous communities. On the 
other hand, the indigenous people may be seen by 
the mestizos as backward, in need of “civilisation”, 
defi ned through farming practices and individual 
ownership titles. 

On the national scale numerous confl icts persist 
between the central government and the regional 
government of the RAAN pertaining to the allo-
cation of resources. Th e indigenous people are in-
volved in legal and political processes of getting their 
claims institutionalised through the recognition and 
current demarcation of indigenous communal lands 

and territories. Th e global scale also exerts its infl u-
ence on all these scales. International pressure has 
been put on the national government to meet the 
demands on regional autonomy of the Atlantic Re-
gion (for example the World Bank has required an 
improved land law for the Atlantic Coast in order to 
secure funds for the Atlantic Biological Corridor). 
Th ere is also a strong interaction between the in-
digenous communities and the many non-govern-
mental organisations active in the area and which 
receive support from abroad. Th is interaction has 
led to an increase in environmental and indigenous 
discourses and struggles since the 1980s (Gabriel 
1996, González 1997, Rivera et al. 1996).

Apart from environmental issues, claims for self-
determination and representation in the decision-
making process are important issues in the RAAN. 
Local consulting in national and international 
projects (for example of the national and regional 
governments, multinational capital, international 
organisations) is minimal, and this has a strong 
impact on the power structures and systems of rep-
resentation. Th is marginalisation leads to power 
and resource struggles between the diff erent actors. 
Th ese issues are very important in the local context, 
as the autonomy process, with its goals to promote 
regional self-determination and local participation, 
is evaluated and sought to be improved.

In my research area, the RAAN (Northern Atlan-
tic Autonomous Region), the mestizos are nowadays 
the majority group, closely followed by the Mískitus 
and a smaller population of Mayangnas. Th e RAAN 
covers around 32 000 km² (around 26% of the na-
tional territory), and houses some 200-300 000 
inhabitants. Th e population estimates diff er within 
diff erent institutions. According to the adjustments 
based on cartographical studies done by the Nation-
al Statistical Centre INEC, the population is 254 
873. According to investigators of the URACCAN 
University, it is of 308 438 people, and according 
to the civil defence 294 185 (Informe de Desarrollo 
Humano 2005). Th e region is bordered to the north 
by the Coco River and the Honduran boundary, to 
the south by the RAAS, to the east by the Caribbean 
Sea and to the west by the departments of Jinotega 
and Matagalpa. Th e municipalities of the RAAN are 
Waspám, Puerto Cabezas, Rosita, Bonanza, Waslala, 
Siuna and Prinzapolka formed in 1995, along with 
Mulukukú, which was formed in 2004. When the 
RAAN and the RAAS were created in 1987, four 
municipalities in the RAAS and one in the RAAN 
(Waslala) were temporally left out of the regional 
administration until the regional administration 
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was to be strengthened. Th ese have however until 
now mostly stayed outside the administration of the 
autonomous regions although the regional govern-
ments claim them as part of their territories. Wasla-
la stayed under the jurisdiction of Matagalpa until 
1995 and is still in many respects more tied to this 
department in practical issues. Th ese disputed mu-
nicipalities had been part of the former department 
of Zelaya between 1930 and 1987, and of the spe-
cial zones I and II between 1982 and 1987. Th ere 
have been initiatives of new departmental demarca-
tions since 1992 to incorporate part of these terri-
tories to the autonomous regions, as they have been 
rather abandoned both by the central and regional 
governments. In the RAAN, initiatives have been 
taken to form a new department of the municipali-
ties of Siuna, Bonanza and Rosita as well as that of 
Waslala. Th e Coast population, or costeños, have 
however mostly been against these proposals as they 
see them as a strategy of the central government to 
weaken the autonomy and cohesion of the regional 

governments and territories.
When using the term costeños about the people 

of the Atlantic Coast, it is important to note that 
although the term means “coast people”, it is a term 

used generally by Nicaraguans about the people of 
the Atlantic or Caribbean coast, even though there 
are people on the Pacifi c coast as well. Th e term re-
gional used in this work also has a distinct meaning 
in Nicaragua when referring to the Atlantic Coast. 
It is not referred to as a geographical region per se, 
but is a term referring to the autonomous character 
of the region. Th us, for example the term regional 
government explicitly in Nicaragua means “autono-
mous government of the Atlantic Coast”. Likewise, 
when talking of the Atlantic Coast, it is common in 
Nicaragua to just refer to the “Coast” (Costa). Th is 
word is commonly used in this work as well. 

In the map below the towns of the region are 
depicted along with the main communities men-
tioned in this study. 

According to the VII national population census 
from 1995 (INEC 1995), between 1950 and 1995, 
the population of the northern and southern auton-
omous regions grew by 6.9% annually. According 
to the Human Development Report of the UNDP 
(2005), the RAAN has a low Human Development 
Index of 0.466%. Th e HDI was intermediate-low 
in the municipalities of Bonanza and Puerto Ca-
bezas, and low in Waspám, Waslala, Siuna, Rosita 
and Prinzapolka, being the lowest in Prinzapolka, 
Waspám and Siuna. In the National Development 
Plan (2005: 148), an index of social marginalisation 
was used, which takes into account the structural 
dimensiones of social marginalisation. It shows the 
population that does not participate in the enjoy-
ment of goods and services essential for developing 
minimum basic capacities. Th e RAAN was among 
the departments with a high level of marginalisation 
(the others were the RAAS, Jinotega, Madriz, Mata-
galpa, Boaco and Río San Juan).

Although the region has abundant natural re-
sources, it receives only 0.93% of the national 
budget (Una alternativa…2005). According to the 
National Statistics Institute INEC (1999), almost 
a third of the population (30.3%) lived in extreme 
poverty between the years 1993-1998. Until 2001, 
this percentage had risen to 41.1% while the per-
centage in the rest of the country had lowered. Th e 
Atlantic region had an illiteracy rate of 31.4%, 
while the country as a whole was at 20.9%. Where-
as 58.7% of the national population had access to 
water and sanitation, only 19.7% of the population 
of the Atlantic region had access. In terms of in-
frastructure, the RAAN had 8.26% of the roads of 
the country in 2001. Th e Gross Regional Product of 
the RAAN in 2004 according to sector can be seen 
in Table 1 (UNDP 2005). Activities which pro-

Figure 3. Children in the community of Sikilta.
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duce wealth for the region are the remittances from 
abroad, which bring 2.4 million US dollars to the 
region, and the illegal drug traffi  cking. According 
to Williamson (2005), the Gross Regional Product 
of the RAAN as percentage of the Gross National 
Product of Nicaragua in 2000 was as follows: Pri-
mary activities 18.7%, secondary activities 2.6% 
and tertiary activities 2.9%. Th e total contribution 
of the regional product was 6.1 % of the GNP. Th e 

percentual contribution of the region was largest in 
the livestock sector (21.4 %), fi shery sector (42.3%) 
and the forestry sector (30.8%). 

Th e indigenous people constitute almost half of 
the RAAN population, which stands in stark con-
trast to the general pattern in Nicaragua (only 2% 
of the national population is indigenous). Accord-
ing to the UNDP (2005: 59), 76% of the Atlantic 
Coast population (RAAN and RAAS) is of mesti-

Figure 4. Th e RAAN and the main places mentioned in the study.

Primary 
activities (%) 

Secondary 
activities (%)

Tertiary
 activities (%)

Other

Agriculture 25.0
Manufacturing 
industries 2.50

Commerce, hotels and 
restaurants 6.90

Livestock 8.6 Construction 1.70 Other services 23.40
Fishing 5.2 Mining 3.90
Silviculture 10.3
Total 49 8.10 30.30 12.6

Table 1. Gross Regional Product of the RAAN in 2004 (UNDP 2005).
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zo origin. In the RAAN, the Miskitus amount to 
36.35% of the population, and the Mayangnas to 
5.23% (according to Mayangna leaders of the terri-
torial association MASAKU, the Mayangna popula-
tion is of around 14 000 belonging to the Panamah-
ka linguistic subgroup, 980 to the Ulwas, and 3000 
to the Tawahkas). According to the UNDP (2005), 
there are two Rama communities in the RAAN, 
one Garífuna, eight creole, one nahua, three Ulwa, 
29 Mayangna, 156 Miskitu, 164 mestizo, and 79 
communities belonging to some “other” or uniden-
tifi ed group. Th e Mayangnas mainly live in smaller 
communities in the mining districts of Bonanza and 
Rosita, and most of them live in the core zone of 
the Bosawás Biosphere reserve. Th e municipality of 
Siuna also has one Mayangna community, Sikilta. 
Th e Miskitus live in all of the municipalities of the 
RAAN, but are concentrated along the Coco River 
(around 250 communities) in the municipality of 
Waspám, and in the coastal areas and prairies of the 
municipality of Puerto Cabezas and in Prinzapolka. 
Th e primary activities of the RAAN population are 
agriculture, cattle ranching, fi shing, mining, and for-
estry. Most of the Miskitus and Mayangnas practice 
subsistence economies, primarily planting bananas, 
plantains, manioc, rice, beans, maize and fruit. Th e 
Miskitus more commonly than the Mayangnas also 
work in the wage economy, primarily in commerce, 
forestry and fi shing. Commerce is primarily driven 
by the mestizos and creoles. Cattle husbandry is also 
mainly a mestizo activity.

Both earlier historical processes as well as more 
contemporaneous ones, such as the granting of au-
tonomy to the Atlantic Coast in 1987, have been 
important in strengthening the indigenous identity 
and movements in the region. A diff erent colonial 
history (of clear British and North-American domi-
nation), natural environment and ethnic structure 
have promoted a very strong contrast and division 
between the “indigenous” or “English” Atlantic 
Coast and the “Spanish” Pacifi c Coast. After a co-
lonial history of indirect British rule, the Atlantic 
Coast was incorporated to the rest of Nicaragua in 
1894, but during several decades it was more con-
nected with the global scale than with Nicaraguan 
society. A confl ictive relationship between the pop-
ulation of the Atlantic Coast and the Nicaraguan 
state has existed since the colonial times. Th e most 
violent expression of this was the Sandinista-Contra 
war in the 1980s, where a big part of the indigenous 
population fought in the Contras. Peace negotia-
tions were initiated in 1984 and resulted in the Na-
tional Assembly approval of a Regional Autonomy 

Law in 1987, which created two autonomous re-
gions on the Atlantic Coast, each with its own mul-
ti-ethnic regional government. Th e war however did 
not end completely until the fall of the Sandinista 
regime in 1990. Th e Atlantic Coast autonomy cre-
ated in 1987 has ever since been very weak institu-
tionally and economically. Th e confl ictive relation-
ships between the costeños (coast peoples) and the 
ispails (Spaniards, i.e mestizos) have had as one of 
their most common expressions the confl icts over 
land and natural resources between the central 
government in Managua and the regional govern-
ment and local population. Confl icts over land and 
natural resources also exist between the indigenous 
communities and mestizo settlers, and between the 
local population and development agents, such as 
companies extracting natural resources. Th ere are 
also confl icts regarding the management of natural 
reserves designated in areas traditionally used by the 
Indians. 

Th e land is one of the main factors of regional 
identity for all costeños and their cultural survival. 
It is thus also a source of political and economic 
strength. Indigenous people are claiming more ex-
tensive territories and resource use rights because 
of the increasing importance of natural resources 
and because of realising the future limits brought 
by the high population growth. Th e costeños have a 
strong territorial conception of the historical rights 
to the former Mosquito Coast or Moskitia territo-
ry, which was an autonomous indigenous territory 
under British protection in the 19th century, and 
comprised half of the current Nicaraguan territory. 
Th e territorial conceptions of the indigenous peo-
ple of the Coast involve the concepts of communal 
lands, multi-communal territories and the regional 
Moskitia territory. 

Communal lands date back to the early 20th 
century when the Land Titling Commission issued 
indigenous land titles on a communal basis. Prior 
to this, the indigenous territorial conceptions were 
mainly based on plots of land for family and kin 
use and partly on the Moskitia territory. In coun-
ter-mapping projects carried through during the 
1990s, however, most of the communities have sub-
stituted the communal land claims for land claims 
in the form of multi-communal territories, where a 
number of communities share a contiguous terri-
tory. Th is conception is represented as the original 
form of indigenous territorial conception, but the 
prevalence of this conception is also largely inspired 
by the activities and discourses of global indigenous 
rights movements. Th e indigenous territorial con-
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ceptions have constantly confl icted with the concep-
tions of the mestizo settlers and of the Nicaraguan 
state, which has always promoted land ownership 
on an individual and cooperative basis. A new land 
law for the titling of indigenous lands was approved 
in 2003, which enables the titling of multi-commu-
nal territories and ensures a larger proportion of the 
incomes from the exploitation of natural resources 
to the indigenous communities.

2. Th eoretical Framework
2.1. Political geography with a political 

ecology approach

Th e state-centric approach (or the so called ‘terri-
torial trap’ mentioned by Kuusisto-Arponen 2003) 
that dominated political geography until the 1980s 
was broadened during the 1990s to encompass scales 
from the community-level to the global, as well as 
the links between these scales. Th e cultural turn in 
geography also broadened the scope which had em-
phasised state territories and boundaries to include 
questions of cultural identity, the social construc-
tion of territory, and the role of human agency. Ter-
ritories were no longer seen as static, but constantly 
constructed and reconstructed through social prac-
tices, historical processes and the cultural context.

Critical political geography is characterised by a 
fl exible and pluralistic combination of diff erent spa-
tial conceptions, like the Marxist relational space, 
the humanistic behavioral space, structurationist 
understandings of agency and the poststructural 
constructed space (Stokke 1999). Th is pluralistic 
understanding of space has been inspired by texts 
written already in the 1970s, such as Lefebvre’s 
Th e Production of Space (published in English in 
1991), by poststructuralism and its emphasis on 
representations and discourses, and by non-deter-
ministic Marxist political economy combined with 
structurationist theory and diff erent actor strategies 
and discourses on space (Stokke 1999, O’Tuathail 
1996). Th e common point in these approaches is 
that power relations are seen to exist in all social 
relations and institutions, and not only within 
states, as most often emphasised in political geog-
raphy approaches until the 1990s. Critical political 
geography sees politics more as an “everyday” poli-
tics of social practices. Diff erent actors use diff erent 
political strategies based on their own interests and 
the material and non-material resources available. 
Th rough this political mobilisation, diff erent indi-

vidual and collective identities are constructed. 
Within critical political geography, a poststruc-

turalist perspective has developed during the past 
two decades that questions the emphasis on and 
meanings of statehood and the principles of territo-
riality based on that, and analyses how globalisation 
has led to new territorial processes (Sletto 2002a: 
188). Th e poststructuralist perspective analyses geo-
politics as a discourse, a “culturally and politically 
varied way of describing, representing and writing 
about geography” (O’Tuathail 1998: 3) and argues 
that systems of thought are socially contingent (Al-
bert 1999: 59). Critical geopolitics focuses on the 
geographies produced and reproduced by actors 
from varying positions of power (O’Tuathail 1998). 
Since the 1990s, critical geopolitics has been con-
cerned with deconstructing one-sided representa-
tions of the ‘Other’, in order to expose the repre-
sentations’ hidden symbolic power to manipulate 
(Reuber 2000). Said’s (1978) Orientalism was a 
breakthrough in this deconstruction of representa-
tions, where he showed how the “Orient” was an 
imagined space constructed and represented from 
a Western point of view. Geopolitical constructions 
and representations are used in spatial confl icts at 
all scales. Ethnicity and territorial identity can this 
way also be used as a discursive strategy in land-use 
confl icts. 

Within political geography, two perspectives 
have recently dominated (Reuber 2000: 39):

- An action-oriented concept that includes an 
increased awareness of place, regional diversity and 
diff erence.

- A constructionist perspective that deconstructs 
geographical discourses, narratives and maps as stra-
tegic representations.

Besides being struggles over the physical terri-
tory, territorial struggles are simultaneously strug-
gles over cultural meanings, representations and 
symbolic processes. Diff erent actors rely on diff er-
ent sources of power, investing in both meanings 
and material resources in their struggles over terri-
torial control. Material resources can be appropri-
ated and mobilised for example through demarca-
tion and mapping of land and resources. However 
the various actors also strategically use symbolic re-
sources such as diff erent meanings, discourses and 
representations to legitimise their own conceptions 
and de-legitimise those of others. Th e diff erent ac-
tors actively construct various discursive forms 
(knowledge), which become a strategic resource 
(Long 1992). Discourse-analysis tries to show how 
power invested in language and symbolic resources 
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is used to construct diff erent social groups (“us” and 
the “Other”) or places; how political praxis becomes 
legitimated through discourse, and how hegemonic 
discourses can be deconstructed to reveal hidden 
alternative discourses through which weaker actors 
can resist more powerful discourses and practices 
(Stokke 1999). Actors have the ability to use various 
discursive forms to make claims or justifi cations in 
support of their actions. Th e ability to make certain 
claims partly depends on the strategic capabilities of 
the actor making the claims, but also on the content 
and form of the discourse deployed. At diff erent 
times there have been diff erent threats to the terri-
toriality of the indigenous people in Nicaragua, and 
their territorial discourses have emphasised diff erent 
meanings. For example during the civil war in the 
1980s and the threat of homogenisation as a mestizo 
and ‘atheist’ socialist country, indianist/indigenist 
and Fourth Worldist discourses and discourses on 
the ‘Other’ were the most common, and religious 
aspects were also integral parts of the indigenous dis-
courses. With the imposed creation of the Bosawás 
reserve in 1991 on indigenous lands, the indigenous 
people feared the loss of indigenous control over 
natural resources and started strongly deploying en-
vironmentalist/conservationist discourses. With the 
presentation of a presidential decree on communal 
land ownership on the Atlantic Coast in 1998, the 
indigenous people feared further loss of land tenure 
and control and started more strongly to use oral 
history discourses of ancestral domains and histori-
cal possession. With the globalising tendencies of 
the last few years, with increasing privatisation and 
loss of local control, discourses of local and commu-
nity management such as community-based conser-
vation have proliferated, as well as the support for 
regional indigenous parties, some of them having 
secessionist tendencies.

A widely used approach that examines the po-
litical dynamics surrounding material and discur-
sive struggles over the environment and natural 
resources in the Th ird World is the political ecol-
ogy approach. Th is approach is appropriate also 
within political geography studies. According to 
Walker (2005) human-environment relations are 
receiving more attention in contemporary geogra-
phy, and the future of political ecology or ecologi-
cal politics, is likely to have important implications 
for the future of geography. In political ecology, the 
role of unequal power relations is a central theme. 
As Bryant (1998, 2000) points out, the theoretical 
bases of political ecology are in neo-Weberianism, 
neo-Marxism, social movements’ theory, feminist 

studies, and especially in later years, poststructural-
ism and discourse theory. Th e impact of discourses, 
perceptions and representations on the specifi cation 
of environmental problems has been incorporated 
into political ecology since the early 1990s. Politi-
cal ecology frameworks combine structuralist and 
post-structuralist approaches, sometimes giving 
precedence to discourse or to material production, 
but often balancing them (Bonta 2005). 

Discursive political ecology or poststructural 
political ecology emphasises that the way in which 
environmental processes and associated human ac-
tivities are represented is essential to analysing hu-
man-environment relationships. Materiality and 
representations of nature are seen as indistinguish-
able processes (Escobar 1999, Peet & Watts 1996). 
Environmental movements are, as well as being 
practical struggles over livelihood and survival, 
also struggles that contest the ‘truths’, imaginations 
and discourses through which people think, speak 
about, and experience systems of livelihood (Peet 
and Watts 1996: 37). Not only material resources 
are fought over, but also the ability to control the 
human imagination. Peet and Watts (1996) use the 
term “liberation ecology” to draw attention to the 
emancipatory potential of political ecology in ana-
lysing human-environment interactions. Th ey see 
the environment in itself as an active constituent 
of imagination and the discourses assume regional 
forms that are thematically organised by natural 
contexts. Imaginaries are not only constructed in 
the social realm, but there also exist environmental 
imaginaries or complexes of imaginaries, whereby 
people discuss and contend threats to their liveli-
hoods. Peet and Watts defi ne discourse as ways of 
using language to construct reality from the view-
point of institutions. Th rough discourse, more pow-
erful institutions are able to impose their perception 
of reality over others. 

Escobar (1999) uses the term poststructuralist 
political ecology as the study of how nature is de-
scribed and defi ned by competing actors. Th e dis-
courses of the diff erent actors are also shaped within 
the cultural histories of their institutions. Poststruc-
tural political ecology borrows from Foucaultian 
methodology to reveal how natures and bodily 
behaviours are drawn into existence through the 
generation of knowledge, and why such practices 
should be theorised as exercises of power (Baldwin 
2003). Th is methodogy is also concerned with ar-
ticulating how the materiality of produced nature 
is a function of the representational practices that 
assign meanings to specifi c visualisations of the bio-
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physical (Baldwin 2003: 418). What nature looks 
like and how it behaves, is in large part a matter of 
the discourses around the specifi c spaces in which 
nature is said to act (for example the forest). We 
cannot fully theorise the materiality of nature with-
out understanding the discursive manner through 
which nature is represented (Escobar 1999, Baldwin 
2003). However, as Nygren (2004a) emphasises, too 
much attention should not be put on the power and 
eff ects of discourses and meanings, to the detriment 
of larger societal and structural forces. Bryant and 
Bailey (1997) point out that focusing too much on 
discourses in analysing environmental confl icts may 
lead to neglecting people’s everyday experiences 
and questions of the diff erential access to power. As 
Nygren (2004a: 191) emphasises, political ecology 
needs to move beyond arguments of “resources as 
politics” versus “resources as representations” to ex-
amine environmental struggles as processes in which 
the systems of production and systems of signifi ca-
tion are intertwined.

Walker (2005) points out that the weakness 
of political ecology is that in trying to understand 
both material and semiotic transformation, it does 
not construct or adopt a new spatial ontology ad-
equate to the task. Th e structures are seen to inhibit 
the agency of actors and their networks, and the 
transformation called for is only a change in the 
structure rather than a challenge to structuralism. 
Th at “nature” is largely socially-constructed and 
that spaces are in part produced, is only part of the 
whole picture - humans are not separated from the 
non-human. A new kind of poststructuralist ontol-
ogy is needed to provide a materialist, “transhuman” 
explanation for the way that spaces are formed and 
transformed. 

Robbins (2003) points out that political ecol-
ogy emphasises local struggles over resources and 
people’s everyday relations with the environment, 
but sometimes gives insuffi  cient importance to the 
politics of the state. Th e role of the state is much 
highlighted in the discipline of political geography. 
According to Robbins political geographers and 
researchers using political ecology approaches can 
in this aspect deepen their analyses by combining 
ideas from the two fi elds (even though I regard it 
a bit simplistic to compare the two fi elds - politi-
cal ecology is an approach used in diff erent disci-
plines, whereas political geography is a discipline 
that may use a political ecology approach). Both 
political ecology and political geography emphasise 
the connections between the local and the global. 
Diff erent spatial scales are complexly interwoven in 

the struggles over resources and the discourses con-
cerning them. It is through a process of struggles, 
negotiation and resistance at diff erent levels from 
the local to the global, that the multiple discourses 
and policies are constructed (Pigg 1992).  Locali-
ties are actively produced through a politics of place 
that may simultaneously involve political economic 
processes and cultural processes (contested mean-
ings and senses of place). Both political economic 
and cultural processes may be constructed on a far 
larger scale than the locality in question: frames of 
meaning may also be transnational (Elmhirst 2001). 
Th ese articulate with local histories and ecologies 
that give particular form to the politics of locality 
and the nature of resistances in particular places. 

In my study, I analyse the diff erent actors’ 
perspectives and defi nitions of the territorial is-
sue; which defi nitions have a dominant status and 
through what kind of processes they gain their 
dominance. In actor-oriented analysis it is impor-
tant to explore the culturally constructed variations 
of human agency and the concrete forms of discur-
sive and non-discursive (practical) means expressed 
through diff erent actor strategies and conceptions 
of power (Long & Long 1992). Th e diff erent actors 
can practise power in diverse ways, for example, by 
controlling access to the environment or the social 
prioritisation of development projects or in sub-
tler ways through indirect discursive means. Power 
is about the control of material practices, but also 
about the attempted regulation of ideas, for exam-
ple in trying to control the public transcript - that 
is the socially accepted version of events represented 
in the media or public documents. Yet the power of 
the oppressed can also reside in making use of hid-
den transcripts that form the basis of cultures of re-
sistance. However, as Nygren (2000: 14) stresses, a 
one-sided actor approach, according to which peo-
ple, no matter how degraded, preserve a potential 
for creativity, is to be avoided. By stressing agency, 
actor-oriented researchers easily underestimate the 
power of colonial forces and other structural factors, 
such as the international relations in which the col-
onised people are involved. Actor-oriented research-
ers also too easily regard every act of resistance as 
a conscious objective, thus constructing uncritical 
models of conscious intentionality. In this study I 
point out the structural and institutional factors 
infl uencing the territorial problems (and peoples’ 
agency, or their lack of it). I therefore do not use an 
actor-oriented perspective in the precise meaning of 
the term. Rather, when using the term actors, I also 
include the institutions within this term. 
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Another way of conceptualising power in hu-
man-environment interactions in political ecology 
is to consider the environment as a manifestation 
of power relations (Bryant 1997). For example, pat-
terns of control can involve powerful actors shaping 
the use of the resources through activities such as 
plantation agriculture, logging, or mining. In this 
case patterns of resistance can also be devised. Th ese 
are normally related to illegal extraction of resources 
by the weak actors, like in the case of illegal tree 
felling in national parks. Here the weaker actors as-
sert their perceived right to shape the environment 
through using this sort of weapons of the weak or 
everyday forms of resistance (Scott 1985, 1989). 
According to Scott, material resistance is only one 
form of resistance. Apart from these forms, there are 
many forms of symbolic resistance, seen for exam-
ple in alternative discourses or in the development 
of subcultures. Similarly, the eff orts of the actors to 
specify the extent of local community forests or an-
cestral domain represent an attempt to counter-map 
contested environments (Bryant 1997). Th e activi-
ties of NGOs have also altered the power balance in 
many ways in favour of the “weak” actors. Examples 
of this are how local people have been empowered by 
getting access to technological power tools, such as 
the internet, by receiving organisational training, or 
by participating in community mapping projects. 

2.2. Th e geography of territory

2.2.1. Th e question of scale

Th is study focuses on the concept of territory, which 
is in everyday usage commonly understood as a place 
or region belonging to a specifi c group over which 
it has a certain power and jurisdiction. I fi rst how-
ever highlight some other geographical terms used 
in the work, especially that of scale. Regions can be 
seen as spatial structures which are institutionalised 
in the spatial understanding and practices of the so-
ciety through territorial, symbolic and institutional 
processes. Places refer to the spatial experiences of 
individuals, giving them a certain attachment to 
this place, or a “sense of place”. Places are linked 
through local-global networks with other places at 
other scales. Th rough this interlinking of scales, 
human agency is restructured – actors physically 
separate from each other may infl uence each others’ 
places and spatial actions by coordinating actions 
across space and time. Th e connections across these 

diff erent scales are imbued with power, since the ac-
tors at a specifi c scale strategically use their connec-
tions with actors at other scales to promote their 
local interests. Th ese multiscale processes and ter-
ritorial struggles are in regions such as the Atlantic 
Coast of Nicaragua very much ecological struggles 
because the natural resources constitute a source of 
power for the diff erent groups in their struggles to 
construct and defend their territories. 

In a critical geography approach to indigenous 
rights, emphasising power, the analysis of scale is of 
utmost importance. Postcolonial nation-states have 
marginalised indigenous peoples through impos-
ing specifi c scales of social and territorial control, 
political representation and governance. Legislation 
and other systems of social control sought to defi ne 
indigenous peoples as people without geography, 
excluded from the political and economic proc-
esses of the state (Howitt 2003: 148). Indigenous 
peoples were also marginalised at the international 
scale until the past decades. Th rough interactions at 
diff erent scales, indigenous peoples however learned 
to harness scale analysis and to jump scales (Smith 
1996), and even to construct new scales (Seppänen 
1999) in order to achieve social transformation. 
Th ese groups have to take into account both lo-
cal scales of places, and national and transnational 
scales, and link these scales to provide opportuni-
ties for the transformation of existing power rela-
tions. Scale is more a matter of relation than merely 
of size or level (Perreault 2003). To speak of scales 
such as “global” or “local” is to restrict the social 
agency within the politics of scale, because no so-
cial action is located on only one scale of action, 
but rather within a complex network of action on 
various scales. Consequently it makes little sense to 
privilege any scale as a primary referent for analys-
ing particular social processes, but rather a relational 
view to scale must be maintained (Perreault 2003). 

Pile and Keith (1997) point out, based on Cas-
tells’ (1983) arguments, that the creation and oc-
cupation of a bounded space is less progressive than 
‘placelessness’. Locally delimited political actions are 
less subversive than those which are global in char-
acter, and eff ective resistance can only be practiced 
through thinking globally and acting locally (Brysk 
1996). Resistance not only takes place in place, but 
seeks to appropriate space and create new spaces. 
Th e indigenous movements on the Atlantic Coast 
of Nicaragua have during several decades allied with 
transnational indigenous movements and interna-
tional organisations and have through this achieved 
more success. Pile & Keith (1997: 71) use the term 
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spatiality of resistance to inquire into how spatial 
processes and relations across a variety of scales, as 
well as the particularities of specifi c places, infl uence 
the character and emergence of various forms of 
resistance; how practices of resistance are constitu-
tive of diff erent relationships to space, via strategic 
mobilities, or uses of space; how these relationships 
enable or constrain such articulations of resistance, 
and how the character and meaning of a place may 
change when it becomes a site of resistance. Perreault 
(2003) argues that the weakness in Smith’s (1996) 
concept of ‘jumping scales’ lies in its unidirectional 
implications, that is, in the notion that it is only 
by broadening scales (i.e., from the local toward the 
global) that social groups can hope to increase their 
power and infl uence. Th is vision tends to reinforce, 
rather than challenge, static conceptualisations of 
global-local relationships. An alternative view em-
phasises that in the context of social struggle, scales 
may be ‘jumped’ in many directions, often simulta-
neously, and that the scales at which power operates 
are contingent upon social, political, economic and 
historical contexts. In this sense, Perreault argues 
that scale may be usefully conceptualised as “radi-
cally relational,” rather than strictly hierarchical, a 
view that challenges the common view of global as 
powerful and local as powerless. 

2.2.2. Territory as a space and a process 

Several important aspects of social life and social 
power form what is territory: material aspects such 
as land, functional ones like the control of space, 
and symbolic ones like social identity (Paasi 2003: 
109). Territoriality operates in three ways: through 
classifi cations of space, through a sense of place, and 
through the enforcement of control over space (by 
means of surveillance and legitimisation) (Radcliff e 
2001). As Hassner (1997: 57) puts it: “territory is 
a compromise between a mythical aspect and a ra-
tional or pragmatic one. It is three things: a piece of 
land, seen as a sacred heritage; a seat of power; and 
a functional space. It encompasses the dimensions 
of identity…of authority; and of administrative 
bureaucratic or economic effi  ciency in the manage-
ment of social mechanism, particularly of interde-
pendence….the strength of the national territorial 
state depends upon the combination of these three 
dimensions”.

Th e social construction of territories and the 
power relations that are part of these contructions 

are an important issue in geography. Human terri-
toriality is seen as a spatial strategy for aff ecting, in-
fl uencing or controlling resources, people, phenom-
ena and relationships by delimiting and asserting 
control over a geographic area (Sack 1986). Sack’s 
work on human territoriality was a breakthrough 
because he pointed out the political and social as-
pects of territorial behaviour (territoriality as a con-
scious act) instead of analysing human territorial-
ity in an etological-behavioural way (as instinct) as 
had up to then been the case. He also emphasised 
how territoriality operates at all spatial scales from 
the supranational one down to the most basic lev-
els such as the home. Sack identifi es a number of 
‘tendencies of territoriality’. Territoriality involves a 
form of classifi cation by area, i.e. it is a categorisa-
tion of people and things by location in space. Ter-
ritoriality is also easy to communicate through the 
use of boundaries, which indicate power over that 
space. Territoriality must involve an attempt at en-
forcing control over access to the area and to things 
within or outside of it. Th rough its power eff ects, 
territoriality is also a way of maintaing much of the 
geographic context through which we experience 
the world and give it meaning.

In the words of Taylor (1994: 151), territoriality 
is a “form of behaviour that uses a bounded space, a 
territory, for securing a particular outcome”. Terri-
toriality viewed as a strategy is a contextual strategy 
- space may become territory in a specifi c context 
and stop being territory in another one (Nogué & 
Vicente 2003). Diff erent social actors can exercise 
territorial power in diff erent geographical and his-
torical contexts through controlling others’ behav-
iour in a specifi ed territory or through excluding 
them from the territory. Knight (1982: 517) states 
that: “territory is not; it becomes; for territory itself 
is passive and it is human beliefs and actions that 
give territory meaning”. Human territoriality can 
thus be seen as the geographical expression of pow-
er. Th rough representation, the territory is invented 
and a legitimate discourse about its sovereignty is 
developed.

Kuusisto-Arponen (2003: 44) points out that 
the narrowness of Sack’s analyses derives partly from 
his assumption that territoriality is an instrument of 
control and use of power, whereas in contemporary 
discussions, territoriality is perceived to be constitu-
tive of power itself (Häkli 1994). Sack stresses the 
social element in the construction of territoriality, 
whereas currently territoriality is often understood 
as a social construction throughout (Kuusisto-Arpo-
nen 2003: 45). In this study, I also see the territori-
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ality of the indigenous people of the Atlantic Coast 
of Nicaragua as socially constructed strategy and 
articulated in discourses which constitute power. 
Sack sees territoriality as a strategy with empirically 
verifi able outcomes while Häkli sees it as a cultural 
and contextual process. Häkli (1994: 33) empha-
sises how territoriality is in close interrelationship 
with wider societal, historical and material processes 
and meanings - territoriality is always constructed 
in a specifi c social context. Viewing territoriality as 
a discourse can help unite Sack’s and Häkli’s views. 
Territorial discourse concerns strategies to control 
and divide space, and at the same time make the 
prevailing territorial practices and discourses the 
only acceptable ways of representing the world. 
Kuusisto-Arponen also points out the diff erence 
between territory and landscape, a term also used 
in this work. Th e territory is the geographical space 
occupied by a group onto which a relationship of 
territoriality is established, while the landscape is 
something that represents and identifi es the values 
and essences of the group in the collective imagina-
tion. In this sense, the landscape constitutes the soul 
of the territory. 

Uniting Sack’s and Häkli’s views on territoriality, 
Zuñiga Navarro (1998) also sees territory both as a 
space and a process. As a space, territory implies the 
resources in the area; territorial demands concerning 
this are the use and management of these resources. 
As a process, Zuñiga views territory in a Foucault-
ian way as a juridico-political territory (Foucault 
1980: 68), controlled by a certain kind of power. 
Th e demands concerning this aspect of territory are 
the control over the political, cultural, social and 
economic processes aff ecting the territory, and the 
capacity to impose the peoples’ own norms to carry 
through and regulate these processes. Th ese territo-
rialisation processes are carried out in two simulta-
neous and complementary processes. Th e fi rst proc-
ess is the action that humans exert on the territory 
with economic, social, political and cultural ends, 
leading to a certain material organisation of space, 
or as Zuñiga also calls it, the territory as an objective 
category. Th e other is the construction of knowledge 
and attribution of ideas and systems of signifi cation, 
both regarding the spatial elements and processes 
through which humans relate with each other and 
with these spatial elements, with economic, politi-
cal, social and cultural ends. Th is act of signifi ca-
tion is expressed as a system of representation and 
by this territory can also be called “a place for the 
construction of meaning”. Th us territory is not only 
the result of having but also of being. Territory is 

seen as both a materially and symbolically contested 
terrain. Th e conditions for a group to carry through 
these processes (of material organisation and spatial 
signifi cation) according to their own norms, reside 
in their capacity to exert dominion over these. Th is 
way the indigenous territory is a result of the mate-
rial and symbolic organisation of a space over which 
the group has control and the capacity to impose 
their own norms. Th e processes through which the 
indigenous groups have lost their territories have 
implied, above all, the loss of the capacity to exert 
control and dominion over the processes of material 
and symbolic organisation of the space they occupy. 
Zuñiga refers to these processes as deterritorialisa-
tion. On the Atlantic Coast of Nicaragua a process 
of reterritorialisation is occurring. Here indigenous 
territories are being brought into more eff ective in-
digenous control after many decades of deterritori-
alisation, and the indigenous norms of land use are 
also being taken into account in state legislation.

Apart from confl icts regarding the control of 
territory, territorial confl icts necessarily also in-
clude confl icts in the perception of the rights over 
these territories. Confl icts over these perceptions are 
closely tied to the issues of cultural identity, eth-
nic consciousness and self-determination as well as 
struggles over discourses and representations. Ter-
ritoriality is also used as a space for the exercise of 
identity and a creation and re-creation of world-
views. Th is often takes place in situations of confl ict 
and competition. Often territoriality is intensively 
experienced, even if not acknowledged by the indi-
vidual or the community (Kuusisto-Arponen 2003: 
32). Kuusisto-Arponen points out that here the role 
of the researcher as an interpreter of spatial experi-
ences and meanings is signifi cant and challenging. 
Closely related to territoriality are the experiences 
of belonging, social practices of inclusion and exclu-
sion, and the problem of legitimate power. Peoples’ 
experiences of territorial control reveal many things 
not only about the bounding of space and infl uenc-
ing people, but also of the resistance acts of com-
munities, the social eff ectiveness of these practices, 
and in general the “politics of place” that these com-
munies practice (Kuusisto-Arponen 2003: 33). 

Th e process of establishing human territories has 
been described by Little (2001: 5-6) with the con-
cept of cosmography. With this he means the col-
lective, historically contingent identities, ideologies, 
and environmental knowledge systems developed 
by a social group to establish and maintain human 
territory. Cosmographies encompass the symbolic 
and aff ective relationship a group maintains with its 
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environment, which creates bonds of identity be-
tween these. Analysing the cosmographies of diff er-
ent groups places human agency in the foreground 
of human territorial behaviour. Th rough appropri-
ating the environment in diff erent ways, each social 
group gives the environment a unique social and 
natural history and begins to establish this parcel of 
geographical space as its own territory. Cosmogra-
phies and territories are continuously transformed 
in situations where several diff erent cosmographies 
coexist or confl ict. Th e territorial claims put for-
ward by each group are according to Little a princi-
pal object of analysis in an ethnographic approach 
to territoriality. 

Territorial relationships are constructed within 
social contexts through contests between diff erent 
social groups, and territories are subject to ongoing 
projects of territorialisation (reborderings) (Albert 
1999: 61-62). Diff erent territorialisation processes 
have occurred on the Atlantic Coast since the colo-
nial times and the indigenous people have at diff er-
ent times claimed territories on various bases (such 
as communal lands, cooperative lands and multi-
communal territories). Territorialisation processes 
inherently lead to inequalities between diff erent so-
cial groups (Sack 1986: 39), and alter the power re-
lations (in the words of Foucault (1990: 94); “wher-
ever there is power, there is resistance”. Territorial 
confl icts involve contests over place. Th ey occur in 
place, but may also involve confl icts over the con-
trol of place and what should be in place - they may 
be about the “moral landscape” of place (Staeheli 
2003: 164). Territorial claims are put forth in situ-
ations of dispute and are therefore political, involv-
ing many other territorial behaviours, such as social 
organising, legal appeals, use of violence, public de-
nouncements, and negotiations. Territorial disputes 
revolve around the struggle for hegemony between 
competing territorialities with distinct ideological, 
social, and material bases and are generally founded 
in highly unequal power relations between the dif-
ferent groups.

Escobar (2001) analyses territory as the space of 
eff ective appropriation of the ecosystem, as those 
spaces used to identify community needs and for 
social and cultural development; a multi-dimen-
sional space for the creation and recreation of the 
ecological, economic, and cultural practices of the 
communities. Territory embodies a community’s 
life project. Th is sort of territory is on the Atlantic 
Coast usually referred to as communal or multi-
communal lands. Th e region-territory, on the other 
hand, Escobar sees as a political construction for the 

defence of the territories and their sustainability. 
Th e region-territory can be said to articulate the life 
project of the communities with the political project 
of the social movement. Th e region-territory on the 
Atlantic Coast would refer to the whole autono-
mous regions. Th e struggle for territory is a struggle 
for autonomy and self-determination. Escobar anal-
yses social movements advancing a triple localising 
strategy for the defense of territory: a place-based 
localising strategy for the defense of local models 
of nature and cultural practices; a strategy of locali-
sation through an active and creative engagement 
with translocal forces; and a shifting political strat-
egy linking identity, territory and culture at local, 
regional, national, and transnational scales. Th e ac-
tors relate to both places and spaces as they travel 
back and forth between places in the network, at 
various levels of scale. 

2.2.3. Th e social construction of  
territory   

In 1944, Cassirer (cited in Peuquet 2002: 36) pre-
sented a theory of spatial construction where he 
distinguished three progressive modes of experience 
corresponding to levels of spatiotemporal knowl-
edge: expressive or concrete, perceptual, and sym-
bolic or abstract. Th rough this spatial construction, 
Cassirer also elaborated on an important distinction 
between concrete acquaintance with, and abstract 
knowledge of space and spatial relationships. Th e 
connections between the outside world and our 
constructed view of it were by Cassirer brought 
about through transforming and integrating experi-
ence into symbolic forms. No meaning could ac-
cording to Cassirer be attributed to anything except 
in reference to pervasive symbols arranged within a 
framework of space, time and causality. It is through 
such symbols that sensory information is translated 
into meaning (Peuquet 2002: 38).

Lefebvre’s Th e Production of Space (1991) (origi-
nally written in 1971), has become a classic in the-
ories of the social construction of space. He uses 
practically the same three spatial levels as Cassirer, 
and understands space as a terrain of contestation. 
Although very appropriate, his work has not been 
very much used in research on natural resource con-
fl icts in developing countries. Lefebvre emphasises 
space as a social product, and especially the political 
and ideological characteristics of space. He studies 
the social production of space through the interac-
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tion between what he calls the natural, practical and 
symbolic space; space as spatial practice, representa-
tions of space, and representational spaces (Lefeb-
vre 1991: 33, 38-39). Lefebvre understands space 
as a constantly changing interaction between soci-
ety, space and the individual. Both space and social 
relations form and transform each other and space 
is constructed through the interaction between 
these three elements of space. Th e spatial practice 
as a perceived space embraces the diff erent forms of 
production and reproduction, and the specifi c loca-
tions where the events take place. Th e representations 
of space are all the signs, codes, signifi cations and 
knowledge tied to the spatial practices. Th e repre-
sentation of space is the conceptualisation of space, 
the ‘conceived’ space, that which is planned or in-
tellectually defi ned. According to Lefebvre (1991: 
39), representation of space is the dominant dimen-
sion of space in society. Th e representational space 
is constructed from the complex symbolisms and 
meanings of spatial practice. Th is is a lived space, a 
symbolic space lived through its associated images 
and symbols or its material constructs. According 
to Sletto (2002b), the representational space can be 
considered by geographers as the ‘sense of place’. 

Lefebvre sees power in a Foucaultian sense as 
something which is exercised rather than possessed. 
Space is dominated mainly through the control 
over the representations of space (Lefebvre 1991: 
39). Within this struggle, also the “powerless” can 
exercise power by either using the same codes of 
the dominant groups, or by representing alternative 
conceptualisations of space. Th ese spaces are ‘lived 
spaces’ in that it is the routine practices and the 
ways in which space is related to or laid claim to, 
which may undermine or challenge the dominant 
representation of space (Allen 2003: 165). Within 
the contradictions over the use of space, particular 
places become sites of contestation where the social 
structures and relations of power, domination and 
resistance are interwoven (Sharp et al. 2000: 26). 
Th e alternative constructions of space and place are 
termed ‘counter spaces’ by Lefebvre (1991: 382). As 
Wright & Rabinow (1982: 14) express it, Lefebvre 
sees space as a site where discourses of power and 
knowledge are transformed into actual relations of 
power.

According to Lefebvre (1991: 41), representa-
tions of space are infused with a knowledge (a mix-
ture of understanding and ideology) that is com-
monly understood to be true because of its links 
with ideology. Th is knowledge is always relative and 
in the process of change. Representation of space 

is closely linked with social and political practice. 
Finally, representations of space and spatial practice 
must be studied in a historical context. Lefebvre 
(1991: 42) says that “We should study not only the 
history of space, but also the history of representa-
tions, along with that of their relationships - with 
each other, with practice, and with ideology”. 

Soja (2000) uses the same sort of ideas as Lefeb-
vre in the construction of space. He uses the terms 
Firstspace, Secondspace and Th irdspace. Th e First-
space perspective (Lefebvre’s perceived space), is con-
ceptualised as a set of materialised ‘spatial practices’ 
that produce and reproduce the concrete forms of 
(in his case) urbanism. Secondspace he sees as a 
conceived space of the imagination, conceptualised 
in thought and symbolic representation. Firstspace 
perspectives are more objectively focused and em-
phasise “things in space” while Secondspace per-
spectives are more subjective and concerned with 
“thoughts about space”. Th irdspace incorporates 
First and Secondspace perspectives in that it is a 
simultaneously real-and-imagined fully lived space. 
Seppänen (1999: 9) also uses Lefebvre’s concepts 
emphasising how the diff erent elements of space; 
materiality, representation, and imagination, are 
continuously interdependent and inseparable. In 
the social and spatial practices of daily life, material 
praxis becomes idea and vice versa. In a similar vein, 
Off en (2003a) in analysing the making of black ter-
ritories in Colombia, points out that place mean-
ings and spatial organisations are not ontological 
givens, but are bound up with the lived experiences 
that give them sustenance. Place meanings and the 
social networks within places cannot be separated 
from the political processes seeking their territoriali-
sation. Livelihood practices and meanings of place 
are always intertwined with the political strategies. 

What Lefebvre and Soja both emphasise is that 
the organisation of space is a social product, arising 
from purposeful social practice. Social and spatial 
relations are interrelated, interdependent and in-
ter-reactive. Social relations of production are both 
space-forming and space-contingent. In their way, I 
also analyse territory as a socially produced space, a 
perceived, conceived (represented) and lived space, 
constructed through struggles and compromises be-
tween competing social actors. Territory is both a 
thing and a social process, both material and con-
stantly changing. Humans continuously create, 
shape, and re-shape territory. Th is is however not 
a one-way process. As human agency creates terri-
tories, so do these territories, and the processes by 
which they are constructed, infl uence human ac-
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tion. As Storey (2001) puts it, people shape territo-
ries and territories shape people.

Paasi (1996) also sees territories as social process-
es. Th e process during which territorial units emerge 
as part of the socio-spatial system and become es-
tablished and identifi ed in social action and social 
consciousness, he terms the “institutionalisation of 
territories” (analysed concerning the case study in 
chapter 6.4). Th is institutionalisation includes the 
production and reproduction of the regional con-
sciousness and images of the region in the inhab-
itants and other people living outside the region, 
and material and symbolic features of the region. It 
is political, economic, cultural, governmental and 
other practices and their associated meanings that 
construct a territory. Th ese elements become part 
of daily life through spatial socialisation, the process 
by which people are socialised as members of spe-
cifi c territorial units, through which they internalise 
collective territorial identities. Other crucial ele-
ments in territory formation are the symbolic shape 
(for example naming or symbols such as fl ags) and 
the institutional shape. Th e institutional shape is 
seen in for example administration, politics, and the 
educational system. Diff erent institutions together 
and simultaneously shape the territory in a complex 
way. Territories may further receive an established 
role in the larger territorial system, ie. construct an 
“identity” which is expressed in the narratives that 
people in the area and outside use to diff erentiate 
this territory from others. Th e institutionalisation 
of territories at diff erent scales is often an overlap-
ping process, such as the simultaneous creation of 
state, regional and municipal and local institutions 
and symbols through social practices, such as media 
and education, which fuse previous scales and con-
struct the territory. 

Paasi sees the establishment of a region as a con-
tinuation of the institutionalisation process after the 
region has as established, but not necessarily admin-
istrative, status and a specifi c regional identity in the 
spatial structure and social consciousness. Regional 
transformation consists of an institutionalisation of 
regions taking place continually on various spatial 
scales. Th e institutionalisation of regions in the con-
tinual regional transformation also entails the de-
institutionalisation of some other territorial unit, i.e 
the change in the importance of various institutional 
practices through which the region exists. Regional 
transformation takes place simultaneously at all spa-
tial scales, and regional identities are organised hi-
erachically. In regional transformation some of these 
identities, and their material and symbolic base, can 

be seen as being in danger because ‘their’ identities 
are expanding into ‘our’ territory. Paasi points out 
that the distinction between the identity of a region 
and the regional identity of its inhabitants is crucial 
for understanding the diff erence between the his-
torical construction of a region and the life-histories 
of its inhabitants. Th e institutionalisation of regions 
and the identity of regions is analysed more specifi -
cally in the chapter on Bosawás, chapter 6.

2.3. Representations and discourses

2.3.1. Social and territorial 
representations

In writing about the institutionalisation of regions, 
Paasi (1996) distinguishes between social repre-
sentations and socio-spatial consciousness. In ap-
proaching the role of spatiality and history in rep-
resentations and identity, he labels the abstraction 
connected with the scale of society its socio-spatial 
consciousness. At the scale of everyday life, he uses 
the term social representation. Socio-spatial con-
sciousness describes the social construction of the 
spatial demarcations ‘living’ simultaneously in re-
gional transformation. Th e socio-spatial conscious-
ness is simultaneously present in various social prac-
tices (for example education, culture, politics and 
economy), through which individuals reproduce 
themselves and the structure, and through which 
the power relations of the society operate. Social 
representations and socio-spatial consciousness con-
stitute both practical and discursive actions, both 
guiding and constraining actions. Socio-spatial con-
sciousness is a broader form of consciousness repro-
duced in various institutional practices, refl ecting 
the ideological structures of society and its power 
relations. Social representations unite personal ex-
periences with socio-spatial consciousness, con-
structing certain notions of “we-ness” and “other-
ness”. Social representations have been regarded as 
‘mental maps’. Moscovici (1981: 181) defi nes social 
representations as a ‘set of concepts, statements and 
explanations originating in daily life in the course 
of inter-individual communications’. Billig (1991: 
61) points out, that social representations can be re-
garded as universal concepts, as ‘all the knowledge 
and understanding that a society, or a subgroup of a 
society, has about a given object’. 

Apart from social representations of “we” and the 
“Other”, the diff erent actors also have diff ering ter-
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ritorial representations. Th e representations of space 
have rhetorical and symbolic power to alter the pro-
duction of space (Sletto 2002a: 397). According to 
Lefebvre (1991), the representations of space (as 
of territory) are unstable and changing, and social 
groups attempt to control and manipulate the rep-
resentations. Th e state imposes its own conception 
of space and controls the formal representations of 
space in society. Th e rationality of the state, how-
ever, also provokes opposition, and the less powerful 
can fi ght for the control of space and for a diff erent 
conceptualisation of space, through revolutions or 
other forms of struggle (Lefebvre 1991: 23). 

Sletto (2002b) elaborates on how social actors 
can take advantage of the instability in the repre-
sentations and discourses of space to produce alter-
native representations and discourses. Both material 
power and the symbolic power which resides in the 
spatial representations, are important in territorial 
struggles. Landscapes and territories constitute sites 
or terrains of contestation fought through repre-
sentations of space, including stories, legends and 
constructed images of past and present lived expe-
rience. Territorial confl icts are often about how to 
defi ne the symbolic and concrete boundaries within 
which specifi c land-use practices are permitted and 
constrained (Blaikie 1995). Constructed spatial 
representions may this way both enable and limit 
specifi c spatial practices. Weaker actors may resist 
the representations of the more powerful ones by 
recurring to ‘everyday resistance’ or the “weapons of 
the weak”, a term coined by Scott (1990). In this 
indirect resistance, symbolic forms of resistance, like 
the use of essentialising verbal strategies and carto-
graphic representations are also used. Sletto (2002a) 
emphasises that more research is needed as to what 
degree this (re)production of essentialising repre-
sentations is a calculated strategy or to what degree 
these representations emerge from local identities 
and self-identifi cation.   On the other hand, accord-
ing to poststructuralist thought, the quest for rea-
sons behind certain identity constructions is a form 
of unacceptable essentialism, and reasons and causes 
behind certain identity constructions are both un-
necessary and impossible to fi nd. Smith (1995: 9) 
acknowledges this (in relation to nationalism):
“Th ere is no need to search for origins or causal patterns. 
If you want to understand the meaning of national, eth-
nic or racial phenomena, you have only to unmask their 
cultural representations, the images through which some 
people represent to others the lineaments of national 
identity. For only in the images or cultural constructs, 
does the nation possess any meaning or life. Th e nation is 
a communion of imagery, nothing more nor less”. 

2.3.2. Discursive analysis within critical 
political geography

Discourses can be seen as a way of representing the 
world and its geographies. Discourse is a way of cre-
ating meaning and at the same time transforming 
the world or aff ecting the actions of one-self and 
others, and infusing all social relations with power. 
Th e construction of territoriality is to a large ex-
tent a process of production and reproduction of 
mental representations through diff erent social and 
material practices. Territorial struggles are struggles 
over the ‘monopoly of power to make people see 
and believe legitimate stories’, to make them ‘know 
and recognise’, to create ‘the legitimate defi nition of 
the divisions of the social world’ and thus to make 
‘make and unmake social groupings’ (Bourdieu 
1991: 221). As defi ned by Peet and Watts (1996: 
14), discourse is an area of language use expressing a 
particular standpoint and related to a certain set of 
institutions. Paasi (1996) conceptualises discourses 
as ‘sets of capabilities’ that people have, or ‘sets of 
socio-cultural resources’ exploited by people for 
the construction of meaning about their world and 
their activities. 

Discourses have an institutional base, and the 
knowledge they produce is always associated with 
power and political meanings. As Barnes and Dun-
can (1992: 8) explain, discourses are “frameworks 
that embrace particular combinations of narratives, 
concepts, ideologies and signifying practises, each 
relevant to a particular realm of social action”. Hall 
(1997: 44) defi nes discourse as ‘a group of state-
ments, which provide a language for talking about 
- i.e. a way of representing - a particular kind of 
knowledge about a topic’. A discourse involves el-
ements of other discourses, binding them into its 
own network of meaning, or discursive structure 
(Hall 1997: 292). Th e statements of a discourse 
are the ‘truths’ produced by knowledge and these 
statements have real eff ects in practice. As Foucault 
(1984: 100) states: “it is in discourse that power 
and knowledge are joined together”. According to 
Foucault (1990), power is everywhere, not to be 
found only in certain institutions. It is a relation-
ship, and resistance always coexists with power - 
“where there is power, there is resistance” (Foucault 
1990: 94). Foucault also emphasises the importance 
of taking into account specifi c historical, social and 
cultural contexts. Each society has its regime of 
truth, its ‘general politics’ of truth; that is, the types 
of discourse which it accepts and makes function as 
true (Foucault 1980: 131).
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Discourses on territories and boundaries involve 
not merely language use but also social practices, 
positions and relations. Long and Long (1992) 
describe discourse as modes of actions and cogni-
tion constructed by actors themselves in a particular 
context, through negotiations, manipulations and 
accommodations in interaction with other actors. 
Th ese constructs are manifested in discursive prac-
tices - cultural ‘statements’ expressed in language, 
material objects or social practice. Discourse can en-
compass actions (involving material transformations 
of society and the environment), as well as language 
use (involving symbol and meaning). Th us for ex-
ample agricultural practices, or NGO activities, 
can also be regarded as discourses. Similarly Mordt 
(2002) describes discourses as both verbal and ma-
terial practices, indicating patterns of relating to the 
environment. Since discourse is manifest in social 
practice, it is crucial to focus research on the events 
themselves (Long, A. 1992).

Discursive and constructivist approaches are 
seen as shaping reality, and not just describing an 
objective reality. Territorial representations are cul-
tural texts that can be read in diff erent cultural re-
productions such as paintings, maps and landscapes, 
but also social, economic and political institutions. 
Th ese texts are constitutive of reality rather than 
merely portraying it (Paasi 1996). Moderate con-
structivist thought is however not only concerned 
with the world of ideas, but is also connected with 
social practices. People discursively construct the 
world in diff erent contexts, and particular ways of 
representing people and places become seen as nat-
ural in each context, leading to regional discursive 
formations (Peet and Watts 1996). 

Discourses vary among what are often compet-
ing, even confl icting, interests, although they may 
uneasily coexist within relatively stable (hegemonic) 
discursive formations. A discourse is hegemonic if 
it dominates thinking and is translated into institu-
tional arrangements. A weaker form of hegemony is 
discursive domination (Adger et al. 2001: 685). As 
Adger et al. (2001) put forth, plurality in discourses 
may be diffi  cult to discern at particular times be-
cause all voices are forced to use the vocabulary of 
the dominant discourse. Discursive analysis attempts 
to discover the rules that structure the production of 
meanings in particular contexts, investigate why and 
how these systems of meanings change, and how so-
cial agents come to identify themselves in discursive 
terms (Howarth 1998). Discourse analysis sees dis-
courses as contextual and connected to social prac-
tices. Discourse and practice are united in a dual way 

compared to Giddens’s duality of structures – both 
as constraining and enabling. Discourse analysis is 
an example of mainly constructionist approaches to 
the study of the social world which focus not di-
rectly on a specifi c phenomenon itself, but rather on 
claims concerning this phenomenon, claims-makers 
and the claims-making process (Adger et al. 2001: 
683). Discourse analysis can be diffi  cult to describe 
as a method, because discourse analysis “is a craft 
skill, something like bike riding…which is not easy 
to render or describe in an explicit manner” (Hog-
gart et al. 2002: 165). Fairclough (1992) sees dis-
course analysis as constructed of three parts, being 
text analysis, discursive practice and social practice. 
Th e discursive practice implies the contexts in which 
statements are made, as well as their links to other 
discourses. Th e social practice focuses on the more 
ideological context within which the discourses are 
formed. A discourse contains a corpus of expres-
sions in which we can fi nd homogeneity in mes-
sage as well as in expressive means. Homogeneity in 
message means that the expressions share a certain 
knowledge, perception and belief about the phe-
nomenon in question, forming a system of truth. 
Th e expressive means are the ways the message of a 
discourse is communicated, such as narratives and 
metaphors (Adger et al. 2001: 685). 

 Discourse theorists attempt to demystify essen-
tialist forms of identifi cation and thinking by show-
ing identities to be contingent and inherently unsta-
ble constructions (Howarth 1998). Certain modes 
of representation appear in a variety of forms in 
the discursive history of a region, disappearing and 
reappearing in new ways (Peet and Watts 1996). 
Th ese regional discursive formations allow things to 
be represented and talked about only in ways which 
fi t into the formation. Within a regional discursive 
formation even competing “opposite” notions of-
ten employ the same metaphors and logics. Power-
ful actors are keen to shape the ‘public transcript’, 
the legitimate ways of representing something. 
Th e weaker actors can resist the public transcript 
through employing alternative ‘hidden transcripts’. 
When the hidden transcript becomes public – that 
is, when weaker actors openly challenge the claims 
to legitimacy of more powerful actors – the political 
and economic situation becomes explosive (Scott 
1990). Even if the more powerful actors dominate, 
their power is weakened in that their activities are 
seen as ‘illegitimate’ by the wider population. An-
other reason why weaker actors are potentially able 
to resist stronger actors concerns the tools of power. 
Weak actors may regain strength by appropriat-
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ing new tools such as the Internet (such as in the 
struggle of indigenous people, the Zapatistas being 
a prime example), better organisational techniques, 
or the use of statistics and maps. 

2.3.3. Th e critical realist approach to 
discourse  

Diff erent discursive theories such as Foucaultian 
perspectives, critical discourse analysis and decon-
struction all ask how representation causes social 
changes, and how representation places its subjects 
in particular relations of power. Th e theories diff er 
in the degree to which discourse has autonomous 
power to construct these changes, or to how the 
changes themselves infl uence discourse. One might 
ask the following questions: Is the subject construct-
ed through discourse and representation, and totally 
subjected to this discourse, or do subjects aff ect the 
discourses and representations and construct and 
re-construct them? Do the representations and dis-
courses have agency in themselves to aff ect social 
changes? Are the representations and discourses to-
tally constructed and reconstructed within specifi c 
contexts and in the minds of the people, or are they 
based on some sort of ontological reality? Do for 
example indigenous people merely use environmen-
tal discourses strategically to further their interests 
which might in reality not at all coincide with the 
discourses they promote, or are the discourses they 
use based on their own ideals and reality? 

Foucault analyses the relation of texts and dis-
courses to the real in his Archaeology of Knowledge 
(1978). He claims that the only way for us to appre-
hend reality and to categorise and interpret events 
is through discursive structures, which produce a 
regime of truth within which thinking is institu-
tionalised in specifi c historical conjunctures. Th is 
construction of knowledge and reality is close to 
constructivist approaches, which are based on the 
main assumption that all meaning is socially con-
structed (Lauridsen 2002). Constructivist discourse 
analysis often displays objects or subjects as mere 
constructions of social life. In analysing identity, 
constructivism emphasises its discursively con-
structed nature and its openness to any change. At 
the other extreme, the essentialist approach focuses 
on the fi xed character and closeness to change. Es-
sentialism refers to cultural essences tied to for ex-
ample common roots, language, cultural practices, 
physical traits, that bind the people together as a 
homogeneous group. 

In taking both discourses and practices into 
consideration, Larraín Ibañez (2001) searches for a 
middle ground between constructivism and essen-
tialism in the formation of identity. Larraín Ibañez 
names the intermediate position between these ex-
tremes the historical-structural. In this he stresses 
that identity is not only constructed through dis-
course but also through the solidifi ed practices of 
the people and therefore it can change, albeit in a 
materially conditioned manner. It is not only the 
discourse that creates the subjects, but subjects are 
neither essentially given. Constructivism conceives 
of identity as constructed ‘from above’, in the pub-
lic sphere and neglects private and popular forms.  
Th is simplifi es the study of identity and ignores the 
complexity of the problem by assuming that there 
is a total correspondence between public discourse 
and the feelings of common people (Larraín Ibañez 
2001: 19). Identities as processes are constantly re-
formed through the interplay of history, culture and 
power. As Larraín Ibáñez says (2001: 27): ‘To pos-
tulate the total decentring of the subject is to accept 
the fi nal loss of agency and purpose, the inability 
of the subject to attempt to change the circum-
stances, its inability to posit any rational alternative 
future…it is the end of all political practice of trans-
formation’.

As Warren (2002: 8-9) states, no discourse can 
by itself shape people’s opinions, rather they are 
constructed through a complex variety of discours-
es. Constructivism ignores the repeated practices 
and the sedimented meanings present in the daily 
practices of the people, which conditions their re-
ceptiveness or lack thereof to any discourse. Th e es-
sentialist conception, at the other extreme, conceives 
of identity as an already established set of common 
experiences and shared fundamental values, consti-
tuted in the past, as an essence. Each people has an 
essence, some shared experience of ‘oneness’ which 
provides a stable and de-historised, set of meanings, 
codes and frames of references which underlie the 
more superfi cial diff erences and historical changes 
of the people. Th is essence can be temporarily lost 
or abandoned, but never totally disappear. Indig-
enous people always mix strategic essentialism with 
other lines of argument to legitimise their existence 
(Warren & Jackson 2002). As Warren and Jackson 
point out, the issue is not proving the truth of an 
essentialised view, but to examine the ways essences 
are constructed in practice and disputed in political 
rhetoric.

Th e most extreme and relativist constructivism 
only aims at deconstructing society, but does not 
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provide alternatives for achieving a more just society 
(Jones 2004). Critical discourse analysis is concerned 
with uncovering relations of power and ideology 
and their eff ects on social identities and relations. 
Institutions are claimed to possess specifi c ways of 
producing and processing texts, linked to achieving 
hegemony and power through ideology. But accord-
ing to Jones, in comparing moderate constructivists 
and realists it seems that a false dichotomy has been 
constructed between these approaches. Th ey both 
understand knowledge as constructed and shaped 
by the context, and that some form of ontological 
reality exists independent of our own understand-
ing. However, this reality is not an object separat-
ed from discourse and void of meaning, rather it 
is constituted by scientifi c discourse. Social reality 
is not something outside of discourse, rather it is 
partly constituted by scientifi c discourse. Delanty 
(1997) proposes a new critical theory of science 
based on realist ontology and constructivist episte-
mology. According to her, there are more diff erences 
within constructivism than between constructivism 
and realism. Th ese relate to the question of agency 
in respect to self-refl exivity. She argues that naïve 
constructivism fails to see that behind the construc-
tions of social actors there are objective realities, and 
naïve realism neglects the extent to which social ac-
tors and science construct reality. According to her 
critical constructivists are closer to critical realists 
than to postmodernist deconstructionists. 

According to Foucault (1980) the subject is a 
product of discourse. Th e subject becomes the bear-
er of the kind of knowledge, which discourse pro-
duces and must subject to the rules and conventions 
of discourse and to its dispositions of power/knowl-
edge (Hall 1997: 55). Foucault’s conceptualisation 
of the subject has led actor-oriented social scientists 
to criticise Foucault’s theoretical framework saying 
it easily leaves the subject unable to do anything else 
but what is dictated by discourse and minimises the 
role of human agency within discourse (Lauridsen 
2002). Actors are however able to exercise agency 
and manipulate situations and legitimate their own 
actions by employing discursive elements in rep-
resentation, such as recurring to certain kinds of 
knowledge made available to them for example by 
the discourses of development agencies working in 
the area. Th ereby those actors capable of represent-
ing someone or something in a certain way ¬ within 
a certain ‘regime of representation’ are capable of ex-
ercising power however economically marginalised 
they might be. Discourse might thus actually pro-
vide actors with a room for manoeuvre which can 

be used to sustain claims and justifi cations in politi-
cal struggle and social interaction (Lauridsen 2002). 
Bhaskar (1989), in his critical realist approach to 
discourse, structure and agency, emphasises the du-
ality of structure and agency. His ‘Transformative 
Model of Social Action’ (TMSA) (Bhaskar 1989: 3-
4) argues that “social structure is a necessary condi-
tion for, and medium of, intentional agency’, but 
intentional agency is also in turn a “necessary condi-
tion for the reproduction or transformation of social 
structure and individual identity and agency”.

Joseph & Roberts (2004) depart from critical 
realist thinking in how complex and often unob-
servable strata of reality impact on our action and 
thinking. Critical realism adds to the understanding 
that there exists an independent real world beyond 
the text or discourse, which makes this discourse 
possible, or which maintains it. In critical realism it 
is necessary to look at how discourse interacts with 
non-discursive social structures and causal mecha-
nisms. Critical realism critiques the institutions and 
structures that produce certain ideas and discourses, 
and points out the need to understand and maybe 
transform those structures. According to Josepth & 
Roberts, realism can help to uncover issues of power, 
representation and subjectivity through discursive 
and other social practices and how these discursive 
practices produce real eff ects. 

Analysing the outcomes of policies and practices 
based on the diff erent discourses shows their limita-
tions. Ramos (1994) has focused on how represen-
tations of indigenous peoples as noble savages have 
practical consequences in the present Brazilian con-
text. Ramos (1994: 8) argues that representations 
provide justifi cations for social and intellectual hi-
erarchies, imperial conquest and the exclusion and 
subjugation of populations. Development-critical 
anthropologists such as Arturo Escobar (1995), 
argue that development through its production of 
‘knowledge’ creates new subject positions often lead-
ing to the marginalisation of the Th ird World rather 
than developing and improving the livelihoods of 
the poor. Escobar argues that certain discourses like 
that of biodiversity have become hegemonic and 
that this leads to the subjugation of other compet-
ing discourses or interests as for instance the inter-
ests of the rural poor and indigenous people (Esco-
bar 1998).

For theorists of the postmodern critique of rep-
resentation, representation is an eff ect of power and 
an instrument of domination. Fletcher (2001: 56) 
analyses how resistance is also an eff ect of power. It 
is an attempt to create a new space of power which 
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allows “subordinates” to frame their situation as one 
of domination, and in this process “subalterns” are 
empowered to resist. Turner (2002: 230) argues that 
the Foucaultian view of the Nietzchean idea of force 
has the eff ect of making power into a self-existing 
essence without social sources or agents. According 
to this view, power cannot be used against itself, 
and its eff ects (e.g. representations) cannot be used 
to oppose or resist the exercise of power. Th e de-
ployment by subordinated non-Western ‘others’ of 
Western means of representation to resist domina-
tion, thus seems to be a contradiction. Turner shows 
(2002: 246) how the eff ects of representation can-
not be assumed on a priori theoretical grounds, but 
can only be understood by analysing the produc-
tion and use of representation in pragmatic social 
contexts. By analysing the Kayapó Indians’ use of 
video fi lming to further their ethnic interests, he 
argues that instead of seeing representation as an ef-
fect of power (as Foucault does), power is an eff ect 
of representation. Power is not an agent that pro-
duces social subjects but a representational medium 
produced, circulated and received by social agents. I 
also partake of this view of power as constituted as 
an eff ect of representation. But although the ability 
to represent something in an eff ective way produces 
power, power also at the same time acts the other 
way round as in Foucault’s view, because people 
with power are often able to represent things more 
effi  ciently through the power structures and instru-
ments at their disposal. 

I partake of Lauridsen’s (2002) emphasising of 
discourses as enabling more than restricting agency. 
Lauridsen diverges from the view of discourses as 
restrictive in claiming that the introduction of in-
ternational discourses of development also provides 
indigenous people with a new room for manoeu-
vre and ways to exercise agency. Instead of focus-
ing on indigenous peoples as ‘victims of progress’ he 
explores ‘the progress of the victims’ (Veber 1998: 
383) and how indigenous peoples can exercise 
agency (and power) using trans-national discourse. 
Lauridsen stresses that what makes knowledge so 
powerful is that it sustains a ‘truth’ that subjects act 
upon. Th us, if we for example use a discourse about 
Indians as living in harmony with nature, whether 
true or not, this discourse in eff ect constitutes the 
Indians as nature-loving. Th e symbolic power of 
discourse then makes us act as if this discourse was 
true. By focusing not only on statements of dis-
course but also on how actors appropriate these dis-
courses locally, I study how the introduction of in-
ternational discourses may provide the indigenous 

peoples with new means to exercise agency. Disem-
powered groups also have ways of resisting dominat-
ing structures by not voicing their resistance openly, 
but by exercising some other capacity or resource 
through everyday resistance (Scott 1985, 1990) and 
other forms of resistance. Appropriating discourses 
and voicing them openly can also serve as the weap-
ons of the weak.

2.4. Indigenous territorial politics

In 1957 the ILO issued its convention 107, which 
despite its integrationist tendency, brought forth 
some important points of a multicultural nature, 
such as the recognition of the rights of property of 
indigenous communities (Roldán 2002). Th e recog-
nition of the convention strengthened indigenous 
organisation in Latin America, and it has been im-
portant for putting forth territorial demands, espe-
cially in countries like Nicaragua, which has ratifi ed 
the convention, although not the newer convention 
169 from 1989. In the late 1950s, the fi rst interna-
tional indigenous non-governmental organisations 
were also formed. One of the spurring events was 
the Barbados conference in 1971, sponsored by the 
World Council of Churches, followed by a number 
of Inter-American meetings in the late 1980s and 
early 1990s, which forged a transnational move-
ment (Ulloa 2003). In 1975, the formation of the 
World Council of Indigenous Peoples (WCIP) 
aimed at linking together existing national and 
international alliances within a global framework. 
Important documents on the nature and meaning 
of indigeneity were written by indigenous activists 
spurring the creation of an indigenous movement 
ideology (Muehlebach 2001). At the Latin-Ameri-
can level, the Barbados II Conference was organised 
in 1977 and in the same year indigenous representa-
tives from Central America created CORPI (the Re-
gional Congress of Indigenous Peoples of Central 
America) (Ulloa 2003). In 1982, the UN Work 
Group for Indigenous Populations was formed, 
which initiated the UN decade of Indigenous Peo-
ple (1994-2004), which in its turn spurred the 
writing of the UN draft declaration on indigenous 
rights, the OAS declaration on indigenous rights, 
and reforms within major fi nancial institutions such 
as the World Bank and the IDB. 

Indigenous movements have witnessed an up-
surge in Latin America since the 1980s. Until that 
decade, traditional social movements, such as labour 
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unions, had managed to mobilise the population. 
During the 1970s and 1980s, in many places, the 
leftist and labour movements were repressed, and 
with the changes that took place in the 1980s (such 
as the arrival of democracy), people started to look 
for new ways to organise and mobilise to achieve 
political goals. Th ese movements were termed “New 
Social Movements”, encompassing e.g. environmen-
tal, women’s and indigenous peoples’ struggles (Es-
cobar & Alvarez 1992, Veltmeyer 1997). Th e New 
Social Movements mobilised around new discourses 
of collective rights, identity and cultural diversity. 
Indigenous people began to revalorise their cultural 
identity and their indigenous roots and traditions. 

In the social movements’ research, identity-theo-
rists and social constructionists have been interested 
in the collective identities, knowledge production 
and dynamics of social movements (Litmanen 1996). 
Social movements are increasingly seen as expres-
sions of long-dominated and marginalised identities 
- identities which at the same time are formulated 
through the activity of the movement (Evers 1985: 
94). Pan-Indianist indigenous discourses emerged 
that stressed a holistic and spiritual relationship 
to land and the environment. Indigenous peoples 
learnt to put forth their demands in new and often 
more eff ective ways, using new weapons such as the 
media and the law, and framing their struggle in the 
terminology of the environmental movement (Ul-
loa 2003). 

Along with the proliferation of environmental 
movements during the 1970s and 1980s, indig-
enous peoples’ political actions have become related 
to ecology, environmentalism and conservation 
(Conklin and Graham 1995, Varese 1996, Brosius 
1997, Brysk 2000, Muehlebach 2001, Ulloa 2003). 
Since then, there has been a strong alliance between 
the environment and indigenous peoples. Th e legiti-
macy of this alliance has been strengthened through 
the national and international conventions related 
to the environment. In 1980, Th e World Conserva-
tion Union-IUCN, through the World Conserva-
tion Strategy, highlighted the relationship between 
indigenous cultures’ practices and the conservation 
of ecosystems of importance for biological diversity 
(Ulloa 2003). It also stated that the management of 
protected areas should promote economic develop-
ment of the local residents. In a similar way, during 
the 1980s, environmentalists linked their concerns 
with indigenous peoples’ demands for the recovery 
of their territories, implying concepts of self-deter-
mination. Th is is often perceived as a threat to state 
sovereignty. Indigenous people have a broad defi ni-

tion of territory; it is not limited to land and natural 
resources, but is a fundamental and multidimen-
sional space within which the community can work 
out its own social, political, economic, cultural, ju-
ridical values and practices (Ulloa 2003). 

Th e recognition of the concept of indigenous 
territory in international legislation, especially since 
the 1989 ILO convention which recognises indige-
nous rights to territory, is one of the major advances 
in the indigenous rights movement. Th e concept of 
territory gives the indigenous peoples the recogni-
tion of their collective rights to ancestral lands and 
their resources as something inalienable and their 
rights to self-government and self-determination 
within these territories. Th ese rights however do not 
guarantee the protection of indigenous lands from 
third parties without the eff ective policies to eff ec-
tively implement these rights. Especially in Latin 
American societies with an endemic lack of rule of 
law and political will, these rights are very ineffi  -
ciently implemented despite widespread constitu-
tional recognition.

Th e convention 169 is an important step for-
ward in the recognition of indigenous rights, as it 
recognises the collective rights of indigenous peo-
ples e.g. to the lands and resources needed to en-
sure their collective life as a group. Th e convention 
constituted a major turn in introducing the new 
notion of territory, which it defi nes in article 13-2: 
“the use of the term lands...shall include the concept 
of territories, which covers the total environment of 
the areas that the peoples concerned occupy or oth-
erwise use”. Th e 169 convention brought into use 
the term peoples, causing much debate in contrast 
to the term populations used in convention 107. 
States feared the recognition of the term would lead 
to more claims to self-determination. Convention 
169 is more supportive of the collective rights of 
indigenous peoples with regard to economic, cul-
tural and social development, as well as to the use of 
customary law. Th e convention also recognises the 
rights of indigenous peoples living in diff erent states 
to deepen contact amongst each other. In Nicara-
gua this is seen by some as a threat to Nicaraguan 
sovereignty through providing support for the Mis-
kitus and Mayangnas to develop their contacts with 
their brothers on the Honduran side and promoting 
the secessionist ideas of building a new indigenous 
state. Th e Nicaraguan national assembly has had 
some initiatives to ratify the convention 169, but it 
has still not been ratifi ed. 

Although indigenous peoples in Latin America 
started to actively demand material improvements 
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as well as recognition of collective rights since the 
1970s, indigenous peoples were not seen as a signifi -
cant factor in national politics until the 1990s, due 
to the assimilationist tendencies of the states in pre-
vious decades. Th e importance of indigenous rights 
gained increasing international support since the 
early 1990s. In 1992, in Rio de Janeiro, the United 
Nations Conference on Environmental Develop-
ment (UNCED) consolidated the union of indig-
enous peoples and environmental discourses in the 
Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD), espe-
cially in its articles 8j and 10c, and in the Agenda 
21 (Ulloa 2003). Th is was an important departure 
point for the recognition of indigenous knowledg-
es as related to the protection and conservation of 
the environment. Th rough these events indigenous 
peoples became widely recognised as environmen-
talists. At that time, indigenous leaders established 
links with environmentalists, as in the case of Davi 
Kopenawa, a Yanomami shaman, Rapni, a Kayapó 
elder chief, and Payakan, a Kayapó leader, who 
participated in diff erent environmental events that 
helped locate the indigenous peoples’ environmen-
tal and territorial discourses within transnational 
ecopolitics (Ulloa 2003). Financial institutions such 
as the World Bank have also revised their policies 
concerning indigenous peoples’ rights. Th e World 
Bank Operational Directive 4.20 from 1991 turned 
greater attention to indigenous peoples aff ected by 
the bank-funded projects. Th e document also ex-
plicitly points out that the land is crucial for the 
survival of indigenous people, and that the legalisa-
tion of these lands requires other principles diff er-
ent from the forms of legalisation of the rest of the 
societies in question.

 As a result of the interconnecting of environ-
mental and indigenous discourses at diff erent scales, 
transnational environmental indigenous peoples’ 
movements have been constructed and the repre-
sentations of indigenous peoples have changed from 
“the savage colonial subject” to “the political-ecolog-
ical agent” (Ulloa 2003). Brysk (1994, 1996, 2000) 
has done extensive research on the interrelations be-
tween indigenous movements and the international 
environmental organisations. Since the 1980s, in-
digenous activists and their international support-
ers have increasingly made strategic use of informa-
tion as a source of power to further the indigenous 
movement. Th e Indian rights movement realised 
the power of what Brysk calls the international “en-
vironmental regime”. Regimes are informal, issue-
specifi c networks of state and non-state actors that 
limit the pursuit of their short-term advantage in 

favour of long-term management of complex issues. 
Social movements that have limited resources can 
gain more infl uence by associating their concerns 
with an international regime. 

For a social movement, the most accessible re-
gimes are those where knowledge is power. Interna-
tional regime theory assumed that the nature of the 
goals of an organisation will attach it to a particular 
regime, with consequent advantages and limita-
tions. But the international Indian rights movement 
has experienced a sort of organisational learning in 
response to regimes (Brysk 1996). Th e movement 
approached a variety of international regimes (such 
as human rights), but eventually learned to focus 
on the more accessible and eff ective environmental 
regime. Th e Indian rights movement was born tran-
snational, and many domestic Indian groups grew 
from local to international before a corresponding 
level of national-level organisation was established. 

One of the main strategies of this movement 
has been “acting globally”. Th is transnationally 
born movement was supported by the transnational 
“epistemic communities” (Brysk 1996). Th ese are 
actors such as researchers (local or not) who infl u-
ence processes of decision-making about the envi-
ronment by discussing scientifi c aspects in relation 
to environmental changes. Researchers in natural, 
social or technical sciences produce expert knowl-
edge that is legitimate within academic and political 
discourses (Brysk 1996). Perreault (2002) talks of 
how the increased presence of transnational NGOs 
provided new sources of support and legitimacy for 
indigenous organisations. Th is has led to alternative 
forms of political and cultural organising, frequent-
ly focused on ethnic identity, and the ‘glocalisation’ 
of identity politics (Swyngedouw 1997) - that is, the 
(re)construction of identities and organisations that 
are rooted in local places (communities, territories), 
and that are simultaneously global in nature (i.e., 
represented through, and in part forged by, national 
and transnational networks).

Th e collective identity of indigenous peoples’ 
movements developed based on three sources pro-
posed by Castells (2004) as constructing social 
identities. One is the way indigenous peoples were 
recognised as ethnic actors through a dominant 
state institution, the national constitution in which 
they were considered as indigenous peoples, which 
Castells terms the legitimising identity. Th e resist-
ance identity was born as a result of processes of 
resistance in indigenous political struggles since the 
1970s. Since the upsurge in constitutional reforms 
in the 1990s, the new indigenous movements are 
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also constructing new project identities that are dif-
ferent from the national identity and are based on 
ethnic traditions and in relation to transnational 
discourses of ecology, cultural diversity, alternative 
development and human rights. Th erefore, indig-
enous movements with a collective identity have a 
political space to propose and challenge the offi  cial 
system. Indigenous movements have further eff ec-
tively used the legal system and also redefi ned it. In 
this way, following Castells’ ideas of social move-
ments, the indigenous movements’ actions trans-
form “the values and institutions of society” (Ulloa 
2003).

Latin American analyses of social movements 
have revised the notion of social movements by tak-
ing into account the diversity and fragmentation of 
these movements. Escobar (1992) proposes that in 
order to understand social movements, it is neces-
sary to analyse the links of economics, politics and 
culture. He relates the emergence of social move-
ments to the crisis of development as a cultural and 
economic project of modernity. According to Esco-
bar (1995: 248), social movements have the poten-
tial to put forth alternatives to development moder-
nity: “aboriginal struggles are above all a struggle 
over symbols and meanings, a cultural struggle”. 
Analysing cultural struggles implies understanding 
the daily life practices, meanings, relationships and 
identity construction of the social actors. Th e ques-
tion is not only “why” or “how” the movements act, 
but also how the cultural politics have helped change 
national political culture by creating new democrat-
ic spaces. In previous decades, the crisis of the mo-
noethnic state and of the political parties, off ered 
the indigenous people few possibilities of canalising 
their demands within the institutional framework, 
in many cases leading to an indigenous radicalisa-
tion (González & Zapata 2003). However since 
the 1990s, indigenous organisations have modifi ed 
their strategy of resistance to include more negotia-
tion with and accommodation to the nation state. 
Th e indigenous movements’ actions have helped to 
transform national constitutions throughout Latin 
America. Some of these constitutions recognise 
multiculturalism or special rights for indigenous 
peoples (see chapter 3.2.). 

3. Th e Atlantic Coast 
context

3.1. Institutional environmental  
management framework 

3.1.1. Central government

Th e Nicaraguan state has been plagued by top-down 
and centralised institutional arrangements. Th e cen-
tral government institutions concerned with natural 
resource matters have had very overlapping man-
dates, and the coordination between them has been 
almost non-existent. Th is institutional disorganisa-
tion has been exacerbated by the disorganisation ex-
isting also at other governmental levels, in this case 
the regional governments and municipal govern-
ments. In July 1998, an institutional restructuring 
took place at the central government level (Kaup-
pila 2002). Th rough this process the law number 
290 (Ley de Organización, Competencia y Proced-
imientos del Poder Ejecutivo) was enacted, which 
regulates ministries’ competencies and the the in-
stitutional organisation. Previously, MARENA (the 
Ministry of Environment and Natural Resources) 
gave forestry concessions through SNF (Secretaría 
Nacional Forestal), but in the restructuring process 
tasks were divided between the Ministry of Trade 
and Industry (MIFIC), the Ministry of Agriculture 
and Forestry (MAGFOR) and the National For-
estry Institute (INAFOR), which functions under 
MAGFOR.

Th e Ministry of the Environment and Natural 
Resources, MARENA, is still in charge of monitor-
ing, regulating and controlling environmental is-
sues especially regarding protected areas, but does 
so in a fairly irregular way due to insuffi  cient funds 
and personnel. MARENA is the state institution 
in charge of conservation, protection and sustain-
able use of the natural resources and the environ-
ment. Th e Ministry formulates the environmental 
policies and norms, administers the environmental 
impact assessments of development projects and the 
national system of protected areas (SINAP) and co-
ordinates with other institutions the follow-up of 
national and international environmental norms, 
regulations and projects.  MARENA went through 
a process of decentralisation during several years, 
but it is still considered one of the ministries with 
the least effi  cient communication and internal coor-
dination. Th ere is neither effi  cient communication 
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between the MARENA and the forestry institute 
INAFOR. Th ere have even been confl icts between 
the institutions regarding the control of certain ter-
ritories, such as the buff er zone of Bosawás. In the 
RAAN, MARENA has a regional offi  ce in Bilwi. 
Th is offi  ce, however, is highly understaff ed regard-
ing all the duties in its mandate, and it has been 
plagued by ineffi  cient communication and support 
from the central offi  ce in Managua as well as by 
the defi cient cooperation with the regional offi  ces 
of other institutions under MARENA, such as the 
INAFOR and SETAB (Technical Secretariat of the 
Bosawás Reserve).

In the area of natural resources, the responsi-
bilities of the Ministry of Industry and Commerce 
(MIFIC) are to formulate and direct the manage-
ment of the natural resources belonging to the state 
and administer the exploitation of the mineral and 
water resources as well as the state lands and for-
ests through the system of concessions and licenses. 
Traditionally, MIFIC has not been very transpar-
ent about the funds received from the granting of 
concessions, and has arbitrarily allocated funds to 
the regional government. However, the regional 
government is neither transparent in relation to the 
municipal governments. Th e deconcentrated insti-
tutions of the MIFIC; ADPESCA, ADFOREST 
and ADGEO, are in charge of the administration of 
the fi shing, forestry and mineral resources, respec-
tively. ADFOREST is viewed with ambivalence on 
the Atlantic Coast and is subject to criticism and 
resistance at the local level. It has not been allowed 
to award forestry concessions since 1990 due to the 
confusion regarding the ownership of state and pri-
vate lands and forests. ADFOREST backed up the 
process of drawing up the new law on communal 
titling (chapter 3.2.6) because it was in the inter-
est of the institution to clear up this confusion in 
order to award concessions on the lands designated 
as state lands. 

Th e Ministry of Agriculture and Forestry MAG-
FOR is the institution with the mandate to formu-
late policies regarding agrarian and forestry issues as 
well as land use and tenancy. MAGFOR is in charge 
of the forestry issues in private and communal lands 
through the deconcentrated institute INAFOR (In-
stituto Nacional Forestal). More information on 
INAFOR can be found in chapter 5.3.

Another governmental institution concerned 
with the Atlantic Coast is the Secretary of the At-
lantic Coast of the Presidency of the Republic. Th e 
secretary is in charge of promoting the integration 
of the Coast with the rest of the country, and of 

seeing to the economic development of the Coast. 
Th e costeños regard the institute as something im-
posed on the Coast people with no consultation in 
order to integrate the Coast to the Pacifi c by way of 
minimising the agency of the costeños to work for 
their own development and aspirations. It is seen 
as a continuation of the much despised former IN-
DERA (Instituto de Desarrollo de las Regiones Au-
tónomas), which functioned during Violeta Barrios 
de Chamorro’s presidency in the early 1990s. When 
I interviewed the secretary for the Atlantic Coast in 
October 2002, he gave the impression that the At-
lantic Coast is the solution for the whole country 
through its potential to contribute to the national 
economy through the facilitation of private invest-
ment in the area of Nicaraguan natural resources. 
Indeed, the large part of the natural resources are 
on the Coast, but the benefi ts have always mainly 
accrued to the central government, with little reim-
bursal to the region.

According to the National Development Strat-
egy of the Bolaños presidency (Estrategia Nacional 
de Desarrollo 2003), the Atlantic Coast contributes 
with 90% of the exports in lobster and shrimp, it 
has 37% of the heads of cattle, 23% of the area 
cultivated with basic grains, 90% of the river wa-
ters, and 70% of the forestry resources. However, 
according to the strategy, only 3% of the resources 
are calculated to be used commercially, and there 
has been a historical underuse of resources, which 
shows the need for private investments. Th e Atlan-
tic Coast is seen as a reservoir of natural resources 
for the benefi t of the costeños and the national and 
international investors. Th e goal of the government 
is to stabilise the Coast through combatting pov-
erty, making the actions of the state coherent by 
minimising the overlaps of the activities of diff er-
ent institutions, and prioritising the activities that 
generate a climate of necessary investment for the 
rational and sustainable use of the immense natural 
and human resources of the autonomous regions. 
Although the government continues to promote 
discourses of integrating the Atlantic with the Pa-
cifi c, a certain new strategy of relations can also be 
seen; the autonomy is recognised as a reality and so 
is the necessity to change the relations between the 
central government and local governments, because 
without a change in these relationships, there will 
exist no “climate of investment”.  

Th e Ofi cina de Titulación Rural OTR (former 
INRA or Instituto Nacional de Reforma Agraria) 
is the instance responsible for rural land titling. It 
has local offi  ces on the Atlantic Coast, but its func-
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tioning is limited to assigning private land titles pri-
marily to mestizo settlers. Th e process of titling of 
private lands on the Atlantic Coast has been very 
arbitrary and ambiguous and caused severe con-
fl icts because of overlapping claims and titles. Th e 
OTR has not assigned any communal land titles 
since 1990 because of the confusion regarding the 
distribution of communal and state lands. A new 
land law was passed in 2003 which makes possible 
the titling of communal and multi-communal lands 
on the Atlantic Coast, but the primary instances 
concerned with the titling process are the new in-
stances of the national commission of demarcation 
and titling CONADETI and the inter-sectorial 
demarcation and titling commission CIDT. Th e ti-
tling of communal lands and the functioning of the 
CONADETI and CNDT are analysed in chapter 
3.2.6. 

3.1.2. Regional administrative units

Th e regional autonomous administration is defi ned 
as four organs of administration:
- Th e regional council, which is formed by 45 

members, and also integrated by the costeño 
National Assembly deputees (usually fi ve).  

- Th e regional coordinator (or locally called 
governor)

- Th e municipal authorities (the mayor and 
municipal council members)

- Th e communal authorities (the wihta or 
judge, and the síndico (authority regarding 
the natural resources) and the Consejo de 
Ancianos or Elder’s councils.

Th e autonomous governments (the regional 
council and governments) have their seats in Bilwi 
(Puerto Cabezas) and Bluefi elds. Th e fi rst regional 
governments were elected in 1990 and have func-
tioned with varying degrees of activity since that 
time. During certain periods especially in the 1990s, 
the governments received very little funding from 
the central government and have been practically 
dysfunctional, not being able to mount their assem-
blies. According to many of my interviewees, the 
principal problems of the autonomous governments 
have been that the central government has not sup-
ported the regional governments, the regional repre-
sentatives heed the political parties more than their 
constituency, and are prone to problems of corrup-
tion, and further that the regional councils do not 
have power in relation to the regional government. 
Th e regional government is analysed in later chap-

ters, especially in the chapter on the autonomy law. 
Th e municipalities of the RAAN are Siuna, 

Rosita, Bonanza (the mines district), Puerto Cabe-
zas, Waspám, Prinzapolka, Waslala and Mulukukú 
(formed in 2004). In the mines district the majority 
of the population is mestizo, whereas in the oth-
ers the Miskitu are the largest group. Th e Municipal 
Law (Ley de Municipios 1988) provides the mu-
nicipal jurisdictions with autonomy, but this auton-
omy functions weakly in the practice because of the 
weak level of fi scal decentralisation and the lack of 
fi nancial resources provided by the central govern-
ment to the municipal administrations. Although 
the municipal law was enacted in 1988, it took until 
2003 for the government of Bolaños to promote a 
law that assured a gradual transference of 10% of 
the annual budget to the municipalities. 

In environmental matters, the municipal law 
(Ley de Municipios 1988) gives the municipalities 
environmental rights and mandates for example to 
emit their opinion about contracts of exploitation 
of natural resources, to receive 25% of the fi scal in-
comes from the exploitation of resources, to estab-
lish municipal reserves and to organise committees 
for environmental activities. Th ey can also in coor-
dination with other institutions authorise the trans-
portation of wood, participate in environmental im-
pact studies, elaborate plans of territorial ordering 
and planning, and give recommendations concern-
ing the management plans in protected areas. Th e 
municipalities can issue environmental decrees and 
resolutions and establish municipal environmental 
committees, the CAM (Comité Ambiental Munici-
pal). Th e lack of funds, however, has impeded many 
municipalities to eff ectively implement these rights 
(Larson 2003). Th e overlapping of diff erent laws 
also hinders the process because the diff erent insti-
tutions at diff erent levels are not quite sure which 
institutions have which mandates. Even though the 
municipal law gives the municipalities rights to de-
velop, conserve and control the rational use of the 
natural resources and the environment, the munici-
palities are not the instances which decide about the 
awarding of contracts of natural resources exploita-
tion (Larson 2003). As Larson states, the municipal 
governments thus often complain that the central 
government has ceded them the obligation to care 
for the environment, but has not given them the 
funds for this, nor the benefi ts derived from the ex-
ploitation of natural resources within their jurisdic-
tions. In Latin American countries the municipal 
governments have also traditionally been seen as 
providers of urban services, whereas the vision of 
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planning and development in the long term, as well 
as the management of natural resources, have not 
been seen as a primordial part of their function.

MARENA, the municipal association AMU-
NIC (Asociación de Municipios de Nicaragua) and 
various international funders have promoted the 
forming of municipal environmental committees in 
the past few years. Until 2001, 85 committees had 
been established in Nicaragua (Municipal…2005). 
Bonanza is the municipality in the RAAN where 
ecological discourses and practices have best been 
incorporated into the local community. Bonanza 
has had a very active CAM during more than ten 
years, which meets every month to discuss topics 
of environmental and territorial concern in the mu-
nicipality. Th e municipality also has environmen-
tal brigades who work for example by reforesting 
the mining concession areas. Until the year 1999 
for example, the CAM had also approved up to 32 
environmental decrees, most of them having to do 
with mining, cattle ranching, waste management, 
and the forest (Municipal…2005). Bonanza is also 
one of the few municipalities of the agricultural 
frontier which has taken the initiative to establish a 
municipal reserve (the Cerro Cola Blanca reserve), 
such as is enabled through the municipal law. Gre-
gorio Lino, former Mayangna mayor of Bonanza, 
was earlier working in the Bosawás project. Th e 
General Law on the Environment establishes that 
the municipal authorities have the mandate to for-
mulate territorial ordering plans, even though some 
other laws give this mandate to the MAGFOR, to 
MARENA or to INETER (Instituto Nicaragüense 
de Estudios Territoriales). Very few municipalities 
have however succeeded in drawing up these plans 
(although in the past few years the tendency to draw 
up these plans has increased due to the support from 
international funders). 

At the communal level, the authority in charge 
of the natural resources is the síndico. He gives per-
missions to the extraction of natural resources both 
to community members and outsiders. Th e role of 
the síndico has somewhat weakened in the past few 
years because of the founding of the territorial as-
sociations, whose leaders are generally younger and 
more educated than the síndicos, who have often ac-
ceded the position of síndico after fi rst functioning 
as minor community leaders. Th e wihtas or judges 
are in charge of the general supervision of laws and 
good manners. Th e Consejo de Ancianos, or Elder’s 
Council, is constituted of the older men of the 
community, who are consulted in various matters 
confronting the community. Th ey are the spiritual 

leaders along with the pastor. Th e communal assem-
bly is the most important organ of the communal 
government. It is convened at least once a year, or 
according to needs, with the free participation of 
every community member. Th e assembly has its 
leadership elected for a year. Also women can be 
elected members in the leadership.

3.2. Legislative context

3.2.1. Th e legislative structures in  
Nicaragua and Latin America

Law is both a system of meanings and an institutional 
structure promoted by the state. Most law-abiding 
behaviour occurs without sanction and is the prod-
uct of general acceptance of a legal regime and its 
system of meaning. At the same time the state con-
tinuously watches over its citizens’ compliance with 
its laws. Law plays a critical role in defi ning mean-
ings and relationships in the context of state power. 
Th e anthropology of law has increasingly focused 
on the cultural signifi cance of law. Th is cultural ap-
proach emphasises the importance of discourse and 
meaning-making within courts and other legal are-
nas. As lawyers and judges talk about problems in 
courts etc, they create the meanings by which indi-
viduals understand their problems and themselves. 
At the same time, these local practices defi ne what 
the law is and shape legal consciousness. Ordinary 
people share complex conceptions about what the 
law is, which aff ects the way they understand it and 
relate to its demands. (Merry 2000: 17-18).

Th e type of society constructed in Latin America 
after the liberation from colonial rule, was of a cen-
tralist nature, discriminatory of the cultural diver-
sity and practicing a regime of intolerance (Roldán 
2002: 7). Th e ideal was to establish a mono-ethnic 
nation which practiced one sole language and re-
ligion; that is, there was imposition of Western 
culture as the fundament of nation-states. In Latin 
America, national identities are founded on the 
myth of mestizaje and seek to appropriate or sub-
merge indigenous, black, or regional identities (Of-
fen 2003, Gould 1998). Alvarez Montalván (2000) 
characterises the Latin American political culture as 
one of personalism, autocratic and centralist govern-
ment and distrust, with a weak rule of law. Since the 
Bourbon laws, law in Latin America has been geared 
mainly at achieving development, and not at estab-
lishing trust and order in society. Th is mentality has 
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served to entrench the power of an elite minority 
(Shor 2003). Th e Latin American elite has since co-
lonial times been very distrustful of the masses and 
strived to control them through presidentialism, au-
thoritarianism and an overcentralisation of power, 
which has led to dictatorship and unrest. 

Th e state’s ability to demand allegiance from its 
citizenry is based on the eff ectiveness of law, but in 
Latin American Constitutions and other legislation, 
this principle rarely functions properly in practice. 
In Latin American societies there is a long tradition 
of ignoring the law, or when acknowledging it, of 
twisting it in favour of the powerful and repress-
ing or containing the weak. Th e reach of the legal 
state and the rule of law are limited, and informal 
law enacted through privatised powers often rules 
in practice in many places (O’Donnell 1999). Laws 
abound in Latin America, and where laws are so 
abundant and changeable, one simply cannot obey 
them all and people lose respect for the law. A le-
gal system whose laws are ignored with impunity 
by powerful elites cannot command the allegiance 
of the citizenry (Shor 2003). Shor states that if de-
mocracy is to be consolidated in Latin America, the 
rule of law must be implemented by closing the gap 
between the formal legal order and how law actually 
behaves.

In Latin America, power is concentrated largely 
at the top of the system in the central executive. 
Th is is a form termed “delegative democracy” by 
O’Donnell (1999), and is associated with abuse of 
power. Political power does not here pass through 
key institutions that enjoy widespread consensus 
and respect, but rather is concentrated in the presi-
dent and his immediate economic and internal se-
curity advisers. Government is detached from the 
majority of the population, as well as from the very 
institutions that could give it cohesion, legitimacy 
and continuity (Foweraker et al. 2003: 30). In del-
egative democracies presidents have more power to 
rule through decree measures (decretismo). Decretis-
mo and delegative democracy further erode public 
trust in the public institutions and elected offi  cials, 
something that in Nicaragua many times has been 
manifested in the high rates of abstention and in the 
rejection of politicians. In delegative democracies 
vertical control (that is eff ective infl uence from the 
citizenry) is lacking, and horizontal control (internal 
checks and balances and accountability between in-
stitutions) is weak. Th e judiciary is not viewed as le-
gitimate, is ineff ective, corrupt, and its practices are 
receptive to political pressure (O’Donnell 2001).

Th e Latin American state system is character-

ised by O’Donnell as masculine, integrating and 
homogenising, and as a system of spoils (estado 
botín – booty state), where the state works for its 
own benefi t and not for the citizenry, and where 
the frontiers between the public and the private are 
rendered obscure, and widespread systemic corrup-
tion prevails. Th e patrimonial forms of government 
in Latin America, characterised by the dominance 
of state institutions by prominent families and per-
sonalistic leaders and their way of treating public 
posts as private property, weaken the possibilities of 
consolidating basic democracy and rights especially 
in regard to the rule of law. Th is mentality can be 
clearly seen in the words of former Brazilian presi-
dent Getúlio Vargas (quoted in Méndez et al 1999: 
303): “For my friends, whatever they want; for my 
enemies the law”. 

Nicaragua has also since its independence had a 
history marked by civil confl icts and periodic for-
eign interventions, which reinforced the tendency of 
caudillismo and liberal dictatorships, such as of the 
general Santos Zelaya (1893-1909) and the Somoza 
(1936-1979) (Dye 2004). Th e Nicaraguan leaders 
have tended to be authoritarian, personalistic and 
clientelistic caudillos with a set of values founded 
on the close family, and with a limited respect of 
democratic norms. A prime example of the power 
of caudillo-style leaders is the so called “pact” be-
tween former PLC-President Arnoldo Alemán and 
FSLN’s leader Daniel Ortega. Th e two parties have 
always been the fi ercest enemies, but recently they 
made a pact through which they established a two-
party control of the key institutions; the Supreme 
Court of Justice, the Supreme Electoral Council 
and the Comptroller General’s Offi  ce and further-
more made many changes to the Constitution, the 
electoral law, and to ordinary legislation to the ben-
efi t of the two caudillos (Dye 2004). Th rough the 
changes to the electoral law it was made practically 
impossible to create new political parties and to up-
hold small parties. Even the leader of the Catholic 
Church, Cardinal Miguel Obando y Bravo, sup-
ported the pact, and there was a renewed caudillo-
styled dominance within the two major parties and 
the Catholic cardinal. Civil society was highly in-
timidated, and through protests, president Alemán 
was fi nally forced to resign and to be judged for all 
the acts of corruption he was guilty of. 

Since the 1990s, indigenous organisations in 
Nicaragua, as in other parts of Latin America, have 
modifi ed their strategy of resistance to include more 
negotiation with the nation state. Th e indigenous 
movements’ actions have helped to transform na-
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tional constitutions throughout Latin America. In 
the national constitutions, the indigenous people 
are recognised as a distinct group. Th is recognition 
is termed a legitimising identity by Castells (2004). 
Th e recovery of this legitimising identity has not im-
pacted so much on the treatment of indigenous peo-
ples in itself, as on the weapons such as media, laws 
and courtrooms, whereby they defend their rights. 
Indigenous peoples have also “manipulated” the le-
gal system by not only using it, but also by redefi n-
ing it. Th e indigenous movements have contested 
the law through the means of the law by negotiating 
and relocating themselves within the Constitution 
(Hirsch & Lazarus-Black 1994). In this way, indig-
enous people strategically use the law as discourse 
to further their own interests and their collective 
identity as a strategy for establishing relations with 
the state. Nicaragua’s Constitution recognises mul-
ticulturalism and special rights for the indigenous 
peoples. In recent years, numerous Latin American 
states have undertaken legal reforms that have pro-
vided broader recognition of indigenous peoples’ 
rights to traditional forms of territory and natural 
resources and a certain kind of political and legal 
autonomy. Social and political rights for indigenous 
peoples have expanded at the same time as neolib-
eral economic reforms have sought to privatise the 
ownership of natural resources, reducing access of 
these resources to many social groups. Indigenous 
people are cought in a paradox of neoliberal citizen-
ship: rights to political participation and civil or-
ganising have expanded, while social (livelihood) 
rights have eroded (Perreault 2002).

 Global spaces have pressured the Latin Ameri-
can states to adopt legislation in support of democ-
ratisation and decentralisation, which nevertheless 
is weakly put into practice. Practically a change of 
the mentality of the state is needed to achieve a real 
implementation of legislative measures. However, 
legal institutional and public attitudes change very 
slowly. Generally the Latin American states have 
repressed indigenous territorial demands, but un-
der pressure from the international arena and from 
local indigenous movements, many have adopted 
progressive legal measures toward the protection of 
these demands. Th e magical feeling of life, seen by 
Alvarez Montalván (2000) to be a structural part of 
Latin American identity, impacts on the system of 
legislation. Th ere are various examples from Nicara-
gua and other Latin American countries of how cre-
ating new progressive Constitutions and laws makes 
the people think that this as through magic directly 
will transform society into a more democratic one 

merely by modifying articles and concepts, while 
the real implementation of the articles is not con-
trolled effi  ciently, or is even forgotten. During the 
1990s, numerous constitutional reforms were car-
ried through in Latin America, refl ecting the faith 
among politicians that the rule of law could pro-
mote order and progress and fi x all the economic, 
social and political ills chronical to Latin American 
societies.

Th e question of property, control and adminis-
tration of the natural resources is one of the most 
important questions in the struggles between the 
indigenous peoples and the state in Latin America. 
Although the recent legislation in many countries, 
such as Nicaragua, recognises the rights of the Indi-
ans to the use of the land and resources, it does not 
give them rights of ownership to these resources, 
especially to those of the subsoil, which continue 
to be state property. Th e conception of the indig-
enous peoples of the state is not of an entity which 
recognises and protects their rights, but rather that 
of a hostile and external force against which they 
have to struggle (Hale et al. 1998: 94). Th is distrust 
has also been the reason why the indigenous people 
have not fought harder in the institutional context 
of national legislation, thinking that even though 
there were better laws these would anyhow not be 
implemented in practice.  A member of the Nica-
raguan armed group FUAC (Frente Unido Andrés 
Castro), in an interview in the national newspaper 
El Nuevo Diario (14.7.2001) clearly gave an exam-
ple of this distrust in the rule of law:
“To give the other cheek, say the armed groups, is only a 
law written in the Bible; but in the world and especially 
in the mines district, the only law put into practice is 
the law of president Alemán; the law of insults, dema-
gogy and exploitation of the poor. Th is is why we cannot 
fi ght with the Constitution in our hand, because it is like 
preaching in the desert.”

Th e Nicaraguan state has recently promoted leg-
islative reforms in the progressive direction, such as 
the Autonomy Law from 1987 and the Constitu-
tional Reform from 1995. Th e multicultural foun-
dation of the Nicaraguan Constitution is almost 
the same as in many other Latin American Con-
stitutions; such as the defi nition of Nicaragua as a 
multiethnic and multicultural country, the rights of 
the indigenous peoples and creole communities to 
their cultural heritage, to legal regimes that guaran-
tee their autonomy and development, their rights to 
the land according to their traditional land uses and 
land tenure, their rights to the natural resources in 
their territories, and their rights to their own forms 
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of organisation (Roldán 2002: 11). However, as an 
NGO-employee and lawyer I interviewed in No-
vember 2002 stated, because of the lack of political 
will, the progressive legislation has most often not 
been accompanied by an adequate implementation 
of the laws, or not even of a normative law (reglam-
entación) regulating how the laws should be imple-
mented. In the functioning of the judicial system, 
indigenous communities also face problems due to 
lack of harmony between the substantive law and 
customary law, as well as delays of justice. Th e ex-
clusive use of the Spanish language in judicial pro-
ceedings is another barrier to the fair application of 
law. Other problems related to the lack of protection 
of indigenous rights are that the history of national 
legislation fails to take customary law into consid-
eration, indigenous rights legislation has tended 
toward assimilation into national society and into 
the market economy and that even when legislation 
is adequate, it is not enforced. Furthermore private 
interests with power promote their own interpreta-
tions of the legislation in a way that weakens the 
power of the indigenous communities. Indigenous 
communities do neither have full access to the law, 
informational systems, judiciary, and the design of 
legislation. 

3.2.2. Legislative antecedents and the 
constitutional context

An important antecedent to the indigenous legisla-
tion in Nicaragua was the Leyes de Indias of the Co-
lonial Spanish government (Roldán 1996). Th ese 
laws gave certain recourse to the indigenous people 
in the protection of their lands and permitted cer-
tain forms of self-government. Th is gave rise to the 
so-called “Tierras de Indias” given in the form of full 
possession to the indigenous people, which meant 
that these lands could not be sold or impounded. A 
form of self-government was given through the “Ca-
bildo de Indios”. After the independence of Central 
America from Spain in 1821, England, the United 
States and Nicaragua disputed the control of the 
Atlantic Coast, until the treaty of 1894 put the ter-
ritory under the formal control of Nicaragua. Dur-
ing the post-independence time Nicaragua adopted 
several policies for the rapid integration of the in-
digenous people into national culture and society. 
For this purpose several decrees were issued in order 
to dissolve the communitarian land ownership and 
terminate the indigenous self-government.

Th e legislative decree of 1934 establishes the im-
prescriptibility and inexpropriability of the commu-
nal lands, which is a principle still adhered to in the 
Autonomy Statute and the Constitution (Roldán 
1996). Based on these principles the indigenous 
communities claim in large terms the following:
- Th e legal recognition of the historical right 

they have to their lands
- Th at the títulos supletorios (suppletory titles) 

issued to third parties inside their territories 
be cancelled

- Th at the transactions be regulated through 
their own elected authorities 

- Th at the government does not continue to 
issue more Agrarian Reform or suppletory 
titles, because the rights of communal 
property, according to which lands can only 
be leased, are endangered through these.

Although Nicaragua has signed important inter-
national conventions and treaties on human rights 
of the UN and the OAS, and although monetary 
institutions such as the IADB and the World Bank 
have pressured the Nicaraguan state to conform to 
the protection of the human rights of the indigenous 
people, there is still a marked contrast between the 
formal attitude of the state in relation to the norms 
and their practical application. Nicaragua was one 
of the fi rst countries (in 1987) in Latin America 
to create one of its most progressive regimes con-
cerning indigenous rights through the Autonomy 
Statute and Constitution. Th e Nicaraguan Con-
stitution establishes the protection of communal 
property along with other forms of property rights 
and makes the state responsible for the protection 
of all property rights. It furthermore creates a sui 
generis regime of protection for the traditional com-
munal indigenous property, which includes: a) the 
establishment of mechanisms for a clear recognition 
of indigenous authorities; b) the right of the indig-
enous communities to live and develop themselves 
permanently in the areas of traditional use; c) the 
right to transmit and allocate their lands in their 
traditional way; d) the right to maintain migratory 
agriculture, as well as other forms of agriculture; 
e) the right to maintain their traditional forms of 
subsistence; f ) their right to economic benefi ts from 
any commercial exploitation of natural resources on 
their lands; and g) their right to decision-making 
concerning the planning and execution of develop-
ment or commercial projects on their traditional 
lands (Acosta 1996: 75).

Th e Constitution from 1987 and the Consti-
tutional Reform from 1995 (Constitución Política 
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1995) introduced new concepts such as political, 
social and ethnic pluralism and the existence of in-
digenous peoples with specifi c constitutional rights, 
responsibilities and guarantees, such as those of 
maintaining and developing their identity and cul-
ture, having their own forms of social organisation 
and administration of local aff airs and of maintain-
ing their communal forms of land ownership and 
the use and enjoyment of these lands, waters and 
forests. Article 5 of the Constitution recognises the 
indigenous peoples as “peoples”, and this article and 
articles 89 and 180 recognise the indigenous rights 
to communal property and to the use of the natural 
resources within these. Th e Constitution also points 
out that in giving concessions or contracts of ex-
ploitation of natural resources in the Autonomous 
Regions, the state has to get the approval of the cor-
responding regional government. Th e law did not, 
however, give any explicit practical instructions as 
to how these rights should be put into practice, such 
as that of article 107 that says that the regime of 
property of the indigenous communities shall be 
regulated according to laws concerning the matter. 
Th is law regulating the indigenous property, the 
new land law, was not approved until 2003, and 
therefore the constitutional principles could not be 
eff ectively put into practice. Despite a progressive 
Constitution legitimising the distinct cultural iden-
tity of the indigenous people, the weaknesses char-
acteristic of the Latin American state system have 
resulted in that many of the constitutional princi-
ples are weakly put into practice or monitored. Th e 
Constitution and the Autonomy law however have 
opened up new spaces for the indigenous people to 
participate in political decisions, albeit in a fairly 
limited way.

3.2.3. Th e Autonomy Statute

“Th e winds that blow indicate that the central govern-
ment pretends to asfi xiate the autonomy project. Every-
thing seems to indicate that for Managua, the Atlantic 
Coast has to continue to be the immense oriental patio 
of Nicaragua where you dispose of immense riches that 
they give to the highest bidder with everything including 
its inhabitants, because for the central government we are 
merely a work force without rights and without aspira-
tions.” (Espinoza Loza 1997: 100, own translation)

Th e Autonomy Statute from 1987 (Estatu-
to…1987) and the renewed Constitution of the 
same year thoroughly changed the policies of the 
Nicaraguan government concerning the indig-

enous people, making it possible for these to gain 
the complete ownership of their traditional lands. 
Th e Autonomy Statute establishes the rights of the 
communities of the Atlantic Coast to maintain their 
communal, collective or individual forms of prop-
erty and the right of the regional councils to resolve 
the problems of communal boundaries in their re-
spective region. Th e communal property is defi ned 
as the lands, waters and forests which have tradi-
tionally belonged to the communities on the Atlan-
tic Coast, and which are subject to the following 
dispositions: Th e communal lands are inalienable; 
they cannot be donated, sold, levied, impounded 
or taxed. Th ey have to be administered according 
to a communal participatory regime through the 
traditional authorities. Th e inhabitants of the com-
munities are entitled to work parcels and to own the 
product of their labour on those parcels. Being im-
prescriptible, the indigenous lands are outside the 
market because of having a function not essentially 
economic but a complex social function with his-
torical precedents (prescriptible commodities can be 
acquired after a continuous possession of 10 years 
with a title issued by a lawyer, or after 30 years in the 
case of not having any sort of title). Th ese lands are 
of a private, although communal, character. Some 
principles of private property that are applicable to 
indigenous lands, is that they can be used and en-
joyed with the exclusion of third parties. 

Th e Autonomy Statute points out that in the ex-
ploitation of mineral, forest, water and other natu-
ral resources of the autonomous regions, the rights 
of property of communal lands shall be recognised 
and the inhabitants shall justly benefi t from this ex-
ploitation through agreements between the regional 
and central governments. Th e regional councils have 
the faculty to elaborate a draft law on the rational 
use and conservation of the natural resources of the 
region. However, in the statute there are no clear 
regulations as to how the articles should be put into 
practice (these regulations were fi nally approved in 
the normative law passed in 2003). Th e state regards 
the indigenous lands that are not titled, as public 
lands. According to Roldán (2002: 11), only around 
a tenth of the lands in the RAAN occupied by in-
digenous people are titled (this amounts to around 
185 000 hectares). Th e state considers it has the 
right to give concessions in indigenous lands that 
are not titled, and in other ways control land use. 
Th is is against the constitutional sui generis rights 
of the indigenous peoples, which stipulates that be-
cause of the character of ancestral possession of the 
indigenous communities, the communal lands are 
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the property of the communities whether they have 
a formal title or not.  

Even though the renewed Constitution and Au-
tonomy Statute both were enacted in 1987, the au-
tonomous regime was not implemented in practice 
until 1990 with the return of peace and the fi rst 
regional elections. Autonomy is however not seen 
as something accomplished in the 1980s, but as 
an autonomous space recovered after a century of 
usurpation of the Moskitia territory. Th e lack of 
a normative law has been a barrier to the full im-
plementation of the Autonomy Statute. Without a 
normative law regulating how the articles should be 
put into practice, the regional councils and govern-
ments have been purely paper institutions. Th e lack 
of clarity in various articles of the autonomy law has 
to do with the special context in which it was elabo-
rated. Th e Sandinista government issued the law as 
a way to achieve peace in the region and it took into 
use many of the concepts and principles that the 
costeños were fi ghting for. Because of the haste in 
which the law was written up, the government used 
a very cautious and ambiguous language in drawing 
up the articles, without establishing clear procedures 
for how the principles and rights should be imple-
mented in practice, arguing that these regulations 
could be elaborated afterwards. 

Many projects to implement a normative law 
have been carried through, but due to the lack of 
political will of the liberal governments since 1990, 
the regulation of the law was not passed until 2003.  
Th ere was also much discussion about whether the 
right way to solve the legislative and normative issues 
of the Coast would be a normative law or a reform 
of the Autonomy Statute. Th e indigenous move-
ment YATAMA, and especially its leader Brook-
lyn Rivera, had been pushing for a reform, stating 
that the Autonomy Law was done in too much in a 
hurry in order to put an end to the war, and is less 
progressive than the Constitution. Less radical lead-
ers of YATAMA, and most of the Sandinista rep-
resentatives in the regional governments, as well as 
a large part of civil society, opted for the decreeing 
of a normative law, which was fi nally approved in 
July 2003, after 16 years of electoral promises. Th e 
approval of the law inaugurates a whole new period 
in the process of autonomy, by making government 
agencies responsive to the regional governments, 
thus making operational the up to then non-func-
tional secretariats of the regional councils, and giv-
ing the regional governments better possibilities of 
administrating their institutions and resources (Jor-
dan 2003).  Th e law also provides for the generation 

of revenues within the regions and for the direct 
investment of regional governments in community 
projects. 

Th rough the enactment of the law, a legitimis-
ing identity has been strengthened on the Coast, al-
though the lack of the central government approval 
of a normative law until 2003 also strengthened 
the resistance identity of the indigenous people. 
Th e process of autonomy has since 1987 recovered 
the agency of the costeños, who often remark that 
the process of autonomy has made the costeños vis-
ible to the state. Th e Autonomy Statute along with 
the Constitutional Reform has increased the level 
of political representation of the costeños and their 
political/legal citizenship. Even in remote com-
munities, most of the people know that the region 
has autonomy although the meaning of the word is 
often not understood. Most of the people however 
know that autonomy concerns the rights of the in-
digenous people on the Coast. In fact when I asked 
people in the communities what autonomy means, 
most of them replied with one word, our rights. For 
the costeños, autonomy most often means the right 
to self-government under their own rules, and the 
right to administrate and use their own resources, 
and to receive education in their own languages. 

Th e autonomy has instilled a sense of belong-
ing, ownership and costeño identity, cohesion and 
cultural revitalisation (Jordan 2003). It can be seen 
to have provided the strengthening of an imagined 
community of costeños, although statements I very 
often heard in my interviews was that autonomy is 
only for the Miskitus or only for a few people in 
Puerto Cabezas. Many people were also of the opin-
ion that the autonomy law is false, that in the times 
of their grandfathers they had autonomy and lib-
erty to use their resources, but nowadays not. With 
this they mostly referred to the times when foreign 
companies were extracting natural resources in the 
region and employing the Indians. People often do 
not realise the exploitation that they were object to 
by the functioning of the companies, and do not 
recognise that the laws that nowadays seek to pro-
tect the natural resources are actually for the benefi t 
of the costeños. 

O’Donnell (1999) uses the terms political and 
civil citizenship to underline the diff erence between 
formal and real rights in the workings of a formal 
political democracy that however does not secure an 
eff ective and properly democratic rule of law (what 
he calls a polyarchy). Although formal political citi-
zenship on the Atlantic Coast has been strength-
ened with autonomy, the process of strengthening 
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the real civil citizenship has been faltering although 
it has improved in the past few years. 

As Jordan (2003) illustrates, the Miskitus are le-
gally and historically the main subjects of the auto-
nomic process. Th ere is a well-articulated Miskitu 
autonomic discourse, which highlights the historical 
struggle of this ethnic community for self-determi-
nation. In this discourse, the process of autonomy 
originates in the remote past of the Miskitu King-
dom.  Th e Miskitus claim that the Nicaraguan state 
had no legal basis for claiming sovereignty over the 
Atlantic Coast, because the Miskitus had enjoyed 
self-government in this region under the period of 
indirect British colonial rule. Although people have 
become disillusioned with the autonomy process 
because of the weak implementation of the statute 
and the malfunctioning of the regional govern-
ments, most people are all the same of the opin-
ion that the autonomy law is the best institution 
through which the costeños can fi ght for their rights. 
Many indigenous people however see the autonomy 
as something that today is implemented only for the 
mestizos, as a normal part of the decentralisation of 
the state. Th ey consider that the regional councils 
have become mere puppets of the state. Autonomy 
should according to them be an exclusive and spe-
cial right of the indigenous people, who have always 
in some form been autonomous in relation to the 
state. 

Regional government offi  cials and a large part 
of the costeño population often consider that the 
lack of political support at the national level to 
the autonomy process is the main obstacle to the 
effi  cient functioning of the regional governments. 
Th e liberal governments have since 1990 tried to 
weaken the regional autonomy and multicultural-
ism and integrate the Coast culturally, economically 
and politically into a mono-ethnic nation, with the 
main aim of taking advantage of its natural riches. 
Th e Central Government’s delay in approving the 
normative law for the Autonomy Statute made this 
law dysfunctional in practice. Many people however 
regard that the Autonomy Statute in itself already 
off ers a framework suffi  ciently good to achieve prac-
tical changes in policies. After the passing of the Au-
tonomy Statute, many regional changes have taken 
place, such as the founding of regional universities 
and many NGOs working for regional matters and 
strengthening the costeño society and culture. Th e 
main defi ciencies concerning the law are seen to be 
a result of the low educational level, political inex-
perience, and lack of interest of the regional govern-
ment offi  cials. Although the costeños are politically 

represented through the regional government, the 
weaknesses in the functioning of the regional gov-
ernment offi  cials, renders this political representa-
tion very weak. In a survey carried through by the 
Nicaraguan NGO IPADE for the UNDP Human 
Development Report (UNDP 2005), 58.9% of the 
surveyed costeños thought that autonomy was the 
best solution for the Coast. Of all those surveyed, 
69.9% thought that autonomy has not functioned 
well because the elected regional council members 
have not worked well, whereas 66% were also of the 
opinion that the Central Government of Managua 
has not been willing to promote and support the 
autonomy.

3.2.4. Natural resources legislation

As Nygren (2004b: 124) states, legal issues are of 
particular relevancy in the land confl icts in Nica-
ragua due to the confl icts over the compatibility of 
various legal orders. Complex institutional struc-
tures exist in the country as a result of the regime 
transformations from the Somoza dictatorship to 
Sandinista rule and to neoliberal democracy in the 
1990s. Despite democratic rule, the state has had 
a weak capacity for good governance, especially re-
garding land rights. Th ere are also many inconsist-
encies between the legal orders and normative rules 
validated by state institutions and non-state mecha-
nisms. As Nygren states, these gaps in the legisla-
tive and institutional structures have caused increas-
ing resistance to the coercive policies of resources 
regulation and a growing demand to recognise the 
existing diversity of normative orders regulating is-
sues of land tenure and resource access. Confl icts 
over natural resources are also confl icts over mul-
tiple legal orders and over the power struggles be-
tween diff erent groups as to whose law applies and 
why. As Nygren further points out, the issues are 
not of legality versus illegality, but of the articula-
tion of diff erent interpretations and meanings as-
signed to the multiplicity of laws and their changing 
nature. Nygren quotes Benda-Beckmann (1997: 9) 
in analysing law as a process, drawing attention to 
the contrast between the abstract rule of law and its 
practical implementation. Th e failures of the state 
to recognise the plurality of resource rights leads to 
a misunderstanding of the peoples’ livelihood strat-
egies and at the same time delegitimises the state 
institutions in local people’s eyes, making the im-
plementation of development programmes diffi  cult 
(Nygren 2004b: 126).  
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Traditionally, Latin American states have not 
emphasised environmental aspects in their legisla-
tion, but since the 1990s, there have been many 
political eff orts to incorporate environmental as-
pects in national legislation in Nicaragua as well as 
in other states. Examples of this are the PAANIC 
(Plan de acción ambiental) from 1993, providing an 
environmental frame of reference for development, 
the Environmental Law (Ley General…1996), or 
law 217, from 1996, the decree of regulation of en-
vironmental permits and environmental impact as-
sessments from 1994, the law 290 from 1998 which 
organises the executive power and establishes com-
petencies and proceedings, the Environmental Plan 
PaNIC (Plan Ambiental de Nicaragua 2000-2005) 
as well as several other laws and decrees. 

Th e PaNIC clarifi es the environmental principles 
for the nation, outlining 16 areas of action, from 
promoting a model for the sustainable development 
and harmonisation of environmental legislation, to 
developing a national environmental information 
system and promoting environmental education 
and developing ways to charge for the costs of en-
vironmental pollution to guaranteeing that public 
projects use environmental parameters to measure 
their costs and benefi ts (Plan Ambiental de Nica-
ragua 2000-2005). It also aims to establish trans-
parent mechanisms for assessing the functions of 
the national environmental and social returns from 
conservation. It acknowledges the negative eff ects of 
prior agroexporting and monoculture development 
models and their eff ects also on the Atlantic Coast, 
including the advance of the agricultural frontier, 
the forest fi res, the deforestation and the inadequate 
use of resources. It proposes a clear and effi  cient 
environmental policy integrating economic, social 
and environmental aspects with the basic principle 
of a responsible and rational use of resources. Th is it 
tries to achieve for example through better territori-
al planning and environmental information systems 
at the diff erent jursidictional levels, decentralisation 
and the building of local capacities, better environ-
mental education and legislation. 

In the National Development Proposal of the 
government of Bolaños from 2003, environmental 
protection is sought as a central element in a strat-
egy of market diff erentiation and specialisation to 
occupy higher-level market niches in the interna-
tional markets. Th e Environmental Law for its part 
established the need to formulate norms and criteria 
for territorial zoning, which the president made of-
fi cial in an executive decree from 2002. However, 
there is still no general law for territorial zoning, 

even though several municipalities have established 
their own territorial zoning decrees.

According to article 102 of the Constitution, 
the natural resources belong to the state, and the 
ministries of MARENA, MAGFOR and MIFIC are 
the main entities responsible for the management of 
these. MARENA is primarily in charge of the pro-
tected areas, MAGFOR of agriculture and forestry 
in general and MIFIC of the economic development 
of the natural resource base on state lands. Th ere 
are nevertheless contradictions between the Consti-
tution and the Autonomy law, which gives the in-
digenous communities rights to use and enjoy the 
resources in their communal lands, and which also 
gives the regional governments rights in the man-
agement of the natural resources of the regions. 

Th ere are many confl icts and disagreements 
between central and regional governments over 
which instances have the right to administer the 
exploitation of natural resources. Th e central gov-
ernment defends its position based on article 102 
of the Constitution, which establishes that all the 
natural resources belong to the state. Th e regional 
governments argue that the Autonomy Law con-
fers the right to administer natural resources to the 
regional governments. Th e central government has 
been able to evade “legally” several rights established 
through the Autonomy Law, because this law was 
not regulated until 2003. Th e regional, municipal 
and indigenous authorities are of diff erent opinions 
as to which instance should receive the tax income 
derived from the exploitation of natural resources. 
Th e central government has transferred some power 
to the regional governments in this sense, but the 
municipalities argue that they do not receive the 
25% of the incomes established through law to go 
to the municipal governments. Th e indigenous au-
thorities on their hand argue that if resources are 
extracted in their territories, the incomes should go 
to the communities. Th is confl ictive issue fi nally be-
came legally clear through the new land law enacted 
in 2002, which establishes that the central govern-
ment, regional government, municipal government 
and indigenous community will each receive 25% 
of the incomes derived from the taxes over natural 
resource exploitation in their areas. 

Th e municipal law from 1988 (Ley de Muni-
cipios 1988) awards the municipalities an impor-
tant role in the management of the territory and 
its natural resources. According to this law, the 
municipalities have competency in every aspect 
that concerns the socio-economic development 
and environmental conservation in their territorial 
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jurisdiction. Th e municipal governments have the 
competency to develop, conserve and control the 
rational use of the environment and the natural re-
sources. Article 55 of the Environmental Law (Ley 
General…1996) also states that “for sustainable use 
of the natural resources the following has to be taken 
into account:…the plans and priorities of the coun-
try, the municipality or autonomous region, and the 
indigenous communities where the resources are lo-
cated…for the benefi t of the communities”. Th ere 
are, however, other overlapping norms, which com-
plicate the interpretation of the roles corresponding 
to the municipal, regional and central governments. 
Th e Environmental Law and the protected areas 
legislation (Reglamento de Áreas Protegidas), both 
concede much more authority to the ministries and 
minimise the role of the municipal governments. 
Furthermore, article 102 of the Constitution states 
that the natural resources are a national heritage. 
Th e preservation of the environment and the con-
servation, development and rational exploitation of 
the natural resources correspond to the state; this 
can award contracts of rational explotation of these 
resources, when in the national interest. Th e Envi-
ronmental Law also recognises the competency of 
the regional governments in the elaboration and fol-
low-up of territorial ordering plans on the Coast, 
and the administrative competency of the regional 
councils in the administration of natural resources 
belonging to the state. 

3.2.5. Land tenure legislation

As Nygren (2004b) states, land ownership in Nica-
ragua is characterised by not being clearly defi ned 
de jure. Th e greatest defi ciency in land tenure rights 
is the confusing, contradictory and inconsistent le-
gal and regulatory framework. According to the po-
litical framework of land tenure of the MAGFOR 
(Marco Político de Tierras 2005), there are over fi fty 
laws, executive decrees, and ministerial accords re-
lated to the theme, which are often contradictory 
with superimposition of rights due to the issuing 
of diff erent legal documents in diff erent periods. 
Th e dispersion and institutional weaknesses of state 
institutions further complicate the framework and 
effi  cient functioning of the legislative powers. Ac-
cording to the MAGFOR (Marco Político de Tier-
ras 2005), around 25 diff erent state and civil so-
ciety institutions participate in some way in land 
legislation and land rights supervision, leading to a 
disorderly issuing of diff erent legal documents, con-

fusing the recognition of rights over the same prop-
erty. Th ere is a huge degree of overlapping between 
diff erent institutions regarding the functions and 
responsibilities of administration, the mediation of 
confl icts, and the titling and registering of the land. 
Getting the offi  cial acts is a slow and costly proc-
ess, taking years in some cases. A serious problem is 
the invasion of lands by former combatants and by 
land speculators who move people from one place 
to another obliging the state to issue titles without 
careful studies. Once these people have obtained a 
title they move on to other areas and continue the 
vicious circle of invading new plots. Because of the 
huge lack of titling, people use the land in inap-
propriate ways in order to quickly gain some eco-
nomic benefi ts. Th is also contributes to the serious 
problems of forest fi res. On the Atlantic Coast the 
deforestation, mainly due to these activities, is cal-
culated at 80 000 hectares a year (Marco Político de 
Tierras 2005). Th e private lands are however not the 
only ones lacking in registration. Also a large part of 
the governmentally owned protected areas are not 
registered. In the country there exist 76 protected 
areas, of which only ten are under active manage-
ment, 22 under minimal management, and the rest 
under no management (Marco Político de Tierras 
2005). An inventory of national lands does not ex-
ist either. Th e irregularity in the registration and the 
lack of a cadastre has also led to the fact that 40% 
of the properties have more than one alleged owner 
(Marco Político de Tierras 2005). Th is is even more 
common in areas with no cadastre, which is on the 
Atlantic Coast principally. An increasing problem 
has also been the appropriation of lands by foreign-
ers, especially in the frontier zones, such as along the 
Coco River.

Although the legislative grounds to titling have 
existed since 1987, the practical implementation 
has been lacking. Th e norms have not been regu-
lated and the necessary instruments and resources to 
implement the norms have not existed. In regard to 
the management of natural resources in indigenous 
territories there have also been many ambiguities in 
the legal norms. In the land titling, the historical 
compromise to recognise the territorial rights of the 
indigenous communities, and thus the basic diff er-
ence between indigenous and ordinary titles, has 
not been implicit (Roldán 2002). As Roldán further 
states, the legal norms have neither clearly enunci-
ated that in the concession of a protected area, the 
historical territorial rights of the indigenous peo-
ple to these lands and resources have to be clearly 
defi ned. Th is is a cause of great confusion in cases 
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where a protected area coincides with an indigenous 
territory. Th e titling of land requires not only na-
tional and international legal instruments, but also 
the necessary institutional procedures and resources 
to implement this in the practice. Th e functions 
and responsibilities of every institution involved in 
the titling process and the necessary coordination 
among these have to be clearly defi ned and econom-
ic resources have to be suffi  cient. Th ere are for ex-
ample fi scal limitations to titling of state lands and 
to the processes of indemnifi cation for confi scated 
property (Roldán 2002). 

Apart from opposing interests between the state 
and the indigenous people regarding the ownership 
and control of resources, the diffi  culties in recon-
ciling new progressive legislation with the real im-
plementation also has to do with basic conceptual 
problems, such as unclear defi nitions and lack of 
consensus regarding key terms such as indigenous, 
community, ancestral domain, territory and auton-
omy (Roldán 2002). One step forward regarding 
this aspect in Nicaragua is that the word indigenous 
territory has become an offi  cial term in 2003 in the 
current Bolaños presidency. In the municipal terri-
torial development plans, the word indigenous ter-
ritory is mentioned, but the indigenous territories 
largely remain yet to be demarcated and titled.   

Because of the confusion in land possession and 
registration, there have been pressures from the in-
ternational arena that the Nicaraguan state issue a 
new land law and title the communal lands in order 
to receive fi nancial aid. Furthermore, reforms made 
in the ministries concerned with land and natural 
resources since the end of the 1990s put pressure 
on clearing up the confusion between indigenous 
and state lands. ADFOREST, the instance respon-
sible for managing the state forests, cannot imple-
ment decisions on the management of these forests 
until there is clarity about which forests belong to 
the communities and which belong to the state. Th e 
reforms in the ministries are an attempt to clear up 
the confusion and overlapping of mandates between 
the various instances in the ministries concerned 
with the environment; principally the MARENA, 
and MIFIC. MARENA has been under extensive 
critique for having granted an illicit concession to 
the South-Corean forestry company Solcarsa on in-
digenous lands in 1992. After several years of legal 
processes, the Mayangna community of Awas Ting-
ni won the fi nal court case in the Inter-American 
Human Rights Court in September 2001 against 
the state of Nicaragua (chapter 6.2.3.). After this 
event, the state has experienced even more interna-

tional pressure to title the indigenous communities’ 
lands.

Th e existence of land titles are often seen to be 
one of the most signifi cant elements in achieving 
security in land tenure. Th is is however a simplifi ed 
picture of land tenure security, because many social 
factors aff ect the perceived level of tenure security. 
As Broegaard (2005) notes in her studies in Nicara-
gua, many land title holders perceive their land ten-
ure situation to be more insecure than many people 
who have no land title. Th e diff erences in security of 
tenure (perceived or real) depend on aspects such as 
inequality in wealth and power, lack of enforcement 
of regulations and lack of impartiality on the part of 
the formal institutions addressing tenure security. 

As Broegaard states (2005: 850), land titles are 
likely to be of less importance for tenure security 
where enforcement is lacking, where the formal ju-
ridical system is unfair or where there is a lack of 
confl ict-resolution mechanisms, and where there 
is a distrust in the formal rights and enforcement 
system. Economic assets are important for accessing 
the formal land tenure institutions and the juridical 
system. In Broegaard’s study, the holders of collec-
tive titles perceived their tenure situation as more 
insecure than those who possessed formal individual 
titles or informal documents. Th e locally perceived 
level of legitimacy of land possession was more im-
portant in perceived land tenure security than the 
formality of a land tenure document. Land that 
has been obtained individually or has belonged to 
the family for a longer time, or has been acquired 
through a powerful person, is perceived as granting 
more security, whether or not backed up by a formal 
document. Th ere are thus diverse sources of legiti-
macy of property rights, and formal legitimacy may 
not provide social legitimacy of property rights. 
Lawyers and powerful politicians issuing titles are 
also more respected locally than the state institu-
tions that grant formal documents, which aff ects 
the higher level of social legitimacy tied to the more 
informal documents. 

Tenure security is best understood as a result of 
complex and multiple legal, social, economic and 
power-related elements, as well as the historic con-
text. Th e confl ict-ridden history of Nicaragua has 
also contributed much to the high levels of per-
ceived tenure insecurity. Th e perceived tenure secu-
rity is thus as important to take into account as the 
formal tenure security. Too much confi dence should 
not be put on the positive implications of the pass-
ing of land laws and titling of lands, as there are so 
many social factors that aff ect the perceived security, 
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and also the level of investment the land owners are 
willing to make in their possessions.  

Whereas I think that Broegaard’s conclusions in 
general hold well also on the Atlantic Coast, I think 
that the formal communal documents provide more 
perceived security to the indigenous people than to 
the mestizos in Broegaard’s study, due to the long 
history of indigenous communal titles on the Coast, 
and especially to the positive conceptions toward 
communal titles that the Land Titling Commis-
sion from the early 20th century gave rise to. Th e 
Autonomy law and the Constitution also grants the 
indigenous people special communal land rights, 
and therefore they can perceive formal land titles as 
providing more security than they do for the mes-
tizos. Also, in contrast to Broegaard’s study, these 
special rights make it possible for the indigenous 
people to perceive the formal titles as more secure 
than informal documents. I therefore think that for 
the indigenous people, the new law on demarcation 
of indigenous multicommunal lands grants them 
much perceived security, as long as the law is put 
to practice without delay. Th e problem however as 
noted, is that law enforcement is not a strength of 
the Nicaraguan state. 

3.2.6. Th e law of the communal property 
regime (Law 445)  

“You cannot speak of autonomy without speaking of de-
marcation. If we get the demarcation done, it will be like 
constructing an indigenous house, and if there come bad 
times we can take refuge inside this house of the terri-
tory.” (Indigenous leader, Bilwi, October 2002).

Since 1989, no communal land titles were issued 
to any indigenous community until 2005, despite 
claims from the communities and promises from 
the institutions INRA and OTR to do so. Which 
state institutions to be in charge of the implemen-
tation on the Atlantic Coast had either not been 
adequately defi ned until the year 2002. Economic 
considerations also impeded the land titling proc-
esses. Th e demarcation and titling of lands implies 
great administrative costs and conceding rights to 
the indigenous communities in practice would aff ect 
the state incomes received from taxes, concessions 
and other transfers involved in the management of 
natural resources. In 1996, the planning of a new 
land law for the designation of communal lands was 
started. A highly centralised planning commission 
was established but due to institutional failures and 
lack of political will, the work of this commission 

bore no fruit. A new draft law aimed to secure the 
demarcation and titling of the communal lands of 
the indigenous and ethnic (creole and Garífuna) 
communities on the Atlantic Coast was presented 
by the executive to the national assembly in 1998 
(Diagnóstico…2000). 

Th e presentation of this law was not a result of 
political will of president Alemán, but rather a re-
sult of international pressure. Th e World Bank had 
as one of its requisites for granting funds for the 
Atlantic Biological Corridor project, that the com-
munal land ownership be guaranteed through a new 
law. Th e World Bank has fi nanced Nicaragua with 
the land administration project PRODEP and the 
Atlantic Biological Corridor Project through the 
approval of the law. Th e Corridor project, which 
covers the largest part of the autonomous regions, 
is part of one of the largest conservation eff orts in 
the world, the Mesoamerican Biological Corridor. 
In the executive’s presentation of a land law in 1998, 
each community was to receive 50 manzanas of land 
(about 30 hectares) per family (the amount awarded 
through the agrarian reform institution) and the rest 
of the land was to belong to the state. Th is system 
would practically have destroyed the livelihoods of 
the indigenous communities, as the land received 
had barely covered the land under agricultural use, 
leaving out all hunting grounds and other areas 
claimed and used by the communities. Th e draft law 
of 1998 did neither mention the historical territo-
rial occupation of the indigenous communities, nor 
the Autonomy Statute. Th e historical occupation 
was only referred to as ancestral occupation of lands 
occupied in an uninterrupted way, disregarding the 
nomadic ways of occupation that the communities 
had traditionally practiced. Th e benefi ts the indig-
enous communities received from the exploitation 
of natural resources were to be guaranteed through a 
“reasonable percentage” of the net benefi ts, without 
any further specifi cation. Th e processes of demarca-
tion and titling described by the draft were also of 
a highly centralised and state-dominated character, 
with hardly any presence or participation by the in-
digenous people. 

Because of criticism from the indigenous groups 
due to the lack of local level consultation, a consul-
tation process was started in 1998. Th e consultation 
was fi nished in June 2000 and the new draft based 
on it was approved by the regional governments 
in October 2000. I had the possibility to assist to 
several meetings of the coordinating commission 
of the consultation process during my fi eldwork in 
2000, as well as to the meeting of the regional gov-
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ernment, where the law was approved in October 
2000. Topics covered in the consultation of the law 
were e.g. how communal land should be defi ned, 
what the role of the state and local organisms should 
be in mapping and titling the territories, how the 
benefi ts from natural resources exploitation should 
be shared between the central and regional govern-
ments, municipalities and communities, and what 
the position of non-indigenous groups should be in 
the titling process. Th e main point of criticism to-
wards the original draft law was that this proposed 
land demarcation and titling on a communal ba-
sis, whereas the new law supports the communities’ 
multi-communal claims. Some communities on the 
other hand prefer to pursue an individual commu-
nal claim. To make the indigenous land claims even 
more complex, some communities accept neither 
communal nor multi-communal titles, but want 
to directly claim the historical Moskitia territory. 
Although there are many diff erent sorts of territo-
rial claims among the communities, almost all the 
costeños consider that no national lands exist on the 
Coast, and that the natural resources on the Coast 
should be administered by the communities and 
the autonomous governments without interference 
from the central government. Th is is also why com-
munities prefer mainly to pursue multi-communal 
titles. Th is way they can claim more land by trying 
to unite all communal territories so that no national 
land remains in between. 

Th e new law was presented to the parliament in 
2001, and the Ley del régimen de propiedad comunal 
de los pueblos indígenas y comunidades étnicas de las 
Regiones Autónomas de la Costa Atlántica de Nicara-
gua y de los ríos Bocay, Coco e Indio Y Maíz, (commu-
nal property law of the indigenous and ethnic com-
munities of the autonomous regions and the Bocay, 
Coco and Indio Maiz river basins), or law 445, was 
approved by the national assembly on December 13 
of 2002 and published in the national gazette, La 
Gaceta Diario Ofi cial, No. 16, on January 23 2003 
(Ley del regimen…2003). Th is law enables the ti-
tling of multi-communal territories, and can ensure 
a larger proportion of the incomes from the exploi-
tation of natural resources to the indigenous com-
munities. It still remains to be seen how and when 
the implementation of the law will be eff ectively put 
to practice, and what the results of the titling proc-
ess will be. Until now, only fi ve territories have been 
titled, all of them within the Bosawás Reserve.

Territory is in article 3 of the law described as 
the geographical space that covers the totality of the 
habitat of a group of communities which conforms 

the territorial unit (Ley del regimen…2003). Th e 
communal lands are defi ned as the geographical 
area in possession of an indigenous or ethnic com-
munity either in possession of a título real (royal ti-
tle) of dominion or not (these titles were issued in 
the early 20th century through the British Land Ti-
tling Commission, see chapter 4.2). Th e communal 
lands are the inhabited lands and those belonging to 
the traditional sphere of social, economic, cultural 
activities, as well as sacred places and the forest. Th e 
communal property is distinguished as the collective 
property comprising lands, water, forests, and other 
natural resources which have traditionally belonged 
to the community, including the traditional knowl-
edge, intellectual and cultural property, biodiversity 
resources and other goods, rights and actions which 
belong to one or more communities. 

In general, the law emphasises many of the con-
stitutional rights of the indigenous peoples to their 
lands, cultures and institutions. Th e uniqueness of 
the law resides in the provisions regarding the man-
agement of natural resources and the institutional 
structures and proceedings which fi nally establish 
the institutional and practical means to carry out 
the land titling. Although the process of elaborating 
the law was long and arduous, it clearly strength-
ened the unity of the costeños. Th e coordinating 
body drawing up the law was made up of repre-
sentatives from the regional governments and from 
costeño civil society. 

Th e coordinating commission faced heated de-
bates during the years 1999-2002 regarding the 
controversial themes in the law. Th ese concerned 
both issues of terminology and of norms. Th e law 
presented by the executive in 1998 used the term 
indigenous communities, whereas in the process of 
drawing up the new law this term was substituted 
by the term indigenous peoples, as this is a term rec-
ognised by the Constitution and gives more rights 
to identity and nationality. Other controversies 
concerned the role of the state and of civil society 
in the process of demarcation, and the proportions 
of the incomes from the exploitation of natural re-
sources to be allocated to the state, to the regional 
governments, and to the communities. Th e term 
territory was very controversial for the state, even 
more so due to the publicity rendered through the 
Awas Tingni process (chapter 7.2.3). Th e coordi-
nating body required this term to be accepted in 
the law to ensure the customary rights of the com-
munities. Th e maybe most controversial theme was 
the issue of third parties (primarily recent mestizo 
settlers) living within the indigenous communities.  
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According to article 35, the rights of property and 
historic occupation of the communities prevail over 
the title deeds given to third parties who have never 
possessed them and who after 1987 (the emission of 
the Autonomy Law) pretend to occupy them. Th e 
third parties, who possess an agrarian title deed on 
indigenous lands and have occupied and possessed 
this land, have the right to continue to possess it. 
In cases where they try to sell the land, the mejo-
ras (land “improvements” such as the clearing land 
for agriculture) will be sold to the community (art. 
36). Th ird parties, who have received title deeds 
under any illicit form on indigenous lands, will be 
compensated for returning the lands to the aff ected 
communities (art. 37). Th ird parties in indigenous 
lands without any title deed have to abandon the 
land without any compensation; but if they pretend 
to reside in these lands, they will pay a leasing fee to 
the community (art. 38) (Ley del régimen…2003).

In article 10, the law stipulates that the tradi-
tional communal authorities (síndicos) are able to 
authorise concessions for the use of natural resources 
within the communal lands, provided that the com-
munal assembly approves these. Th e regional coun-
cils have the responsibility to assist the communities 
technically in the process of approval of the conces-
sions and the rational use of the resources. Concern-
ing contracts and concessions for the use of subsoil 
resources, the mayor’s offi  ces emit their opinion 
and approval after having consulted the communi-
ties in the area of the planned concessions (article 
11). All the awarding of concessions and contracts 
for the exploitation of natural resources are to be 
done in coordination with the regional and central 
governments. If the community opposes a planned 
concession, the regional council is to start a process 
of negotiation with the community to agree on the 
approval and on the distribution of fi nancial prof-
its from the exploitation of the resource. Regarding 
any concession, the regional council and the con-
cerned company are to sign a contract establishing 
the terms of the management and conservation of 
the resources. Th ey also have to agree on the fi nan-
cial benefi ts for the communities in the area of the 
concession (art. 18). In cases of exploitation of for-
est resources in communal lands, the law follows 
the current forestry legislation in that the municipal 
governments can authorise the approval only when 
the community has solicited this (art. 13). For the 
domestic use of forest resources, no municipal ap-
proval is needed. Th e judge (wihta) of the commu-
nity is in this case the person to oversee the sustain-
able use of the resources.

Th e unresolved confl icts between the com-
munities are to be resolved by the regional coun-
cil, through its Commission of Demarcation (art. 
19). Regarding the establishment of protected areas 
within the communal properties, the state has to 
agree on the issuing of protected area decrees with 
the legal representative of the communities. In cases 
of opposition from the community, a negotiation 
process is to be started with the communities (art. 
26). Th e administration of protected areas is to be 
under the system of co-management between the 
communities and the state. Th e communities can 
require the assistance of NGOs in the process of 
co-management, apart from the technical assistance 
the MARENA is obliged to give them. Th e manage-
ment plans of protected areas are to be drafted in 
coordination by MARENA and the communities, 
and the traditional forms of natural resource use of 
the communities are to be taken into account (art. 
28). Article 14 specifi es that the municipalities can-
not declare municipal ecological parks in the com-
munal lands under their jurisdiction, something 
they can do in non-communal lands.

In accordance with the Autonomy Law, the com-
munal property rights and the rights to the areas of 
common use between two indigenous territories, 
are to be administered by the corresponding terri-
torial authority and the communal authorities (art. 
30). Th e communities which have received a title 
over a determined area, like the title deeds awarded 
by the Titling Commission of the Moskitia under 
the Harrison-Altamirano treaty in the early 20th 
century (chapter 4.2), have rights to additional ar-
eas of traditional use (art. 32). Th e state will award 
communal title deeds to the lands and territories 
occupied and possessed historically. Th e title deeds 
will recognise the complete dominion in a commu-
nal form over these areas and their natural resources 
and they will be inscribed in the public register of 
property. 

One of the most polemic articles in the law, which 
roused much discussion was article 33, according to 
which the communities of the littoral and Carib-
bean islands, have the exclusive right to the enjoy-
ment of maritime resources for the communal and 
artesanal use within a radius of three miles (around 
4.8 km) from the littoral and 25 miles (around 40.2 
km) around the keys, reefs and islands. Another 
point of debate was how the fi scal taxes collected 
in concept of the rights of exploitation of natural 
resources in the autonomous regions should be dis-
tributed. It was agreed upon that the distribution 
would be 25% to the indigenous communities in 
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whose territory the resource is located, 25% to the 
municipality, 25% to the regional government, and 
25% to the central government (art. 34).

In order to establish a clear institutional frame-
work to proceed in the titling process, the National 
Commission of Demarcation and Titling (CONA-
DETI) was formed integrating the following peo-
ple: the presidents of the two regional councils, the 
director of the OTR, two representatives from the 
Bocay River basin communities, one delegate of the 
MAGFOR, the director of the INETER, one repre-
sentative of every indigenous group and ethnic com-
munity of the autonomous regions, one member of 
the commission of ethnic matters of the national 
assembly, who has to be original from the autono-
mous regions, and the mayor of the municipality 
where the title deeds are given. In the autonomous 
regions and in the territories of the Coco and Bocay 
River basins, three Inter-sectorial Commissions of 
Demarcation and Titling (CIDT) were formed as 
operative instances in the process of demarcation 
and titling. Th e title deeds will be emitted by the 
CONADETI in cooperation with the OTR. Once 
the community has obtained the title deed, it can, 
with the assistance of the OTR, start a process of ne-
gotiation in relation to third parties in its territory.

Th e new land law promises much for the solving 
of the ever-present territorial confl icts on the Atlan-
tic Coast and may provide a means to combat seces-
sionist tendencies toward the central government. 
Th e passing of the long-debated law does however 
not change society and the state in a magical fashion; 
rather a profound change in the mentality of state 
offi  cials and in the political culture of the country is 
needed to implement an effi  cient rule of law, where 
the state can demand allegiance from its citizenry. 
Without political will and an effi  cient combatting 
of the systemic corruption in the Nicaraguan state 
and society, this is a task much more diffi  cult than 
the decreeing of laws and Constitutions. Th e prin-
ciples of the law and its interpretation of territory 
can also spark confl icts with the indigenous peo-
ple (as it has with the Elder’s Council, which at an 
early stage retreated out of the consultation process 
of the law). Some indigenous groups such as those 
supporting the Elder’s Council, see territory as the 
political and economic rights to the macro-territory 
of the ancient Moskitia territory, and regard the law 
as fragmenting this territory and the political rights 
tied to it. Th e law interprets territory as legal prop-
erty in the same way as the mestizo interpretation 
of property title, even though the law recognises 
multi-communal titles. But the interpretation of 

territory nevertheless focuses on being a guarantee 
for stability for investments in the region and as a 
way of managing confl icts. Th e World Bank and the 
government of Nicaragua seek to establish a prop-
erty regime in order to attract foreign investment 
through transnational companies, which can agree 
with the síndicos and territorial associations on the 
extraction of resources through systems of rents to 
the indigenous territories (Mendoza & Kuhnekath 
2005). Th e government on the other hand also fears 
its loss of sovereignty in the loss of control over de-
cision-making in the awarding of concessions and 
contracts, and the state has therefore not provided 
suffi  cient resources to the Commissions of Demar-
cation, and has even tried to reform the law 445. 

Mendoza & Kuhnekath (2005) see two possible 
negative scenarios that the process of demarcation 
can promote. Th e inequal power relationships be-
tween the national and transnational elites and the 
indigenous communities can cause the companies 
to refuse to pay adequate rents for the extraction 
of resources, and the communities will continue to 
be excluded from decision-making processes regard-
ing their territories. In this regard the training of 
the indigenous leaders and associations is of utmost 
importance. Without suffi  cient power in decision-
making, the indigenous people might continue ex-
cluded from the market, or will be forced to rent 
their territories at low prices while the community 
members themselves continue subsisting on basic 
grains. Another negative scenario is that the histori-
cal tensions between indigenous communities and 
between these and mestizo settlers over the territo-
ries will be aggravated as the demarcation process 
proceeds. In fact the demarcation processes are al-
ready producing confl icts in the region because of 
the huge overlap of territorial claims. Th e demarca-
tion process can also lead to increased extraction of 
resources, as both indigenous and non-indigenous 
resource extractors attempt to cash in on the re-
sources before they lose access to the lands.  

As the government had not until 2005 titled any 
territory on the Atlantic Coast, Brooklyn Rivera, 
one of the principal indigenous leaders, encouraged 
the indigenous communities in June 2004 to take 
the case in their own hands and to start to proceed 
in “autodemarcation” of their lands. Th e territories 
in the Bosawás reserve (Miskitu Indian Tasbaika 
Kum, Kipla Sait Tasbaika, Mayangna Sauni Bu, 
Li Lamni Tasbaika Kum, Mayangna Sauni As and 
Sikilta), were already auto-demarcated in the 1990s 
with the aid of international donors, and these were 
the fi rst territories to be titled through the new law 
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in May 2005 (Informe PAM 2005). Th e CONA-
DETI had put forth the principle of co-dominion 
of the conservation zone of the territories belong-
ing to the core zone of the Bosawás Reserve. Th e 
lands titled in 2005 comprised the lands of around 
85 communities with around 35 000 inhabitants 
(Informe PAM 2005). Th e territories of Sikilta and 
Auhya Pihni were also planned to be titled, but 
could not yet be titled due to confl icts. Sikilta did 
not receive a title because the territory already has 
a title issued by the MIDINRA in 1989, and the 
community of Sikilta experienced some confl icts 
with the community of Auhya Pihni in the recent 
demarcation, and was therefore not yet issued a new 
title. As the territories are within a protected area, 
the central government proposed that the titles be 
under the principle of co-dominion with the state. 
Th e territorial associations however did not agree to 
this, but required that the title of exclusive domin-
ion be issued to the territories, and that the form of 
administration of the lands be in co-management 
with the state, as stated in the law 445. Th rough 
the issuing of the fi ve titles, less than a tenth of the 
indigenous territories have been titled.

3.3. Indigenous movements

3.3.1. Th e birth of an indigenous  
movement

Th e fi rst indigenous organisations in Nicaragua 
were formed in the early 1970s with external as-
sistance. During the fi rst years of mobilisation, eco-
nomic and social development were the main con-
cerns of these organisations. Since the late 1970s 
however, land and territory have been the main 
revindications of the indigenous organisations on 
the Atlantic Coast. Th e struggle for land and terri-
tory was also the main reason for the Indians to join 
the Contra forces against the Sandinistas, whom the 
Indians feared were going to take away their land. 
Land has remained the main claim up to this day. 
At SUKAWALA, YATAMA and Consejo de An-
cianos or Elder’s Council (the main organisations of 
this day) meetings, land and territory are always the 
most common subjects spoken about. Although the 
indigenous rights to land tenure and to the profi ts 
generated from the extraction of natural resources 
are the most common revindications of all the in-
digenous organisations in Nicaragua, the ways to 
carry through the processes to put these rights into 

practice varies greatly. Th e Mayangna organisation 
SUKAWALA mainly pushes for the titling of the 
multi-communal Mayangna territories in the Bo-
sawás Biosphere Reserve, and for more power and 
participation in the management of the reserve, 
whereas the Elders’ Council – the most radical of 
the Miskitu organisations – pushes for the ances-
tral rights to the Moskitia territory and even for an 
independent Miskitu nation. Th e Miskitu organisa-
tion YATAMA, recently having become established 
as a political party, pushes mostly for indigenous 
rights to political participation and involvement in 
regional development matters.  

Until the 1960s, the indigenous peoples’ con-
tacts with outsiders in Nicaragua were mostly lim-
ited to contacts with foreign companies and mis-
sionaries. In the 1960s, catholic priests began social 
development projects along the Coco River, and the 
Indians started to gain conscience of their margin-
alised position and to organise themselves. ACAR-
IC (Asociación de Clubes Agrícolas del Río Coco) 
was formed in 1967 with the aim to develop the 
Coco River communities economically, especially 
through improved agricultural techniques and com-
mercialisation of agricultural products (Roldán Or-
tega 2000: 182). Global actors have often been cata-
lysts in the mobilisation of indigenous groups on 
the Atlantic Coast. Th e catalysts behind the forma-
tion of ACARIC were Capuchin priests, especially 
the liberation theologian Father Gregorio Smutko 
(Pérez Chiriboga 2002: 110). Th e ACARIC activists 
combined the goals of economic development with 
the empowerment of the indigenous people (Pérez 
Chiriboga 2001). Cultural revindication based on 
Biblical parables was signifi cant in recovering the 
indigenous identity and the leaders drew parallels 
between culturally signifi cant events and heroes 
from Miskitu history and the history of the Hebrew 
people in the Bible (Hale et al. 1998, Pérez Chiri-
boga 2002). Th e external impulse to the creation 
of indigenous organisations was nevertheless only 
partial, because there was also internal potential for 
indigenous mobilisation. Th e Coco River region ex-
perienced an economic crisis in the 1960s and the 
traditional leadership structures mobilised to coun-
ter these problems with the aid of state institutions. 
Th e Somoza government, fearing that ACARIC 
might easily mobilise politically if its demands were 
not satisfi ed, acceded to some of the movement’s 
claims and created a number of centres throughout 
the region for the storage and sale of foodstuff s, as 
well as integrating Miskitu leaders in political posts 
(Jamieson 1999). 



55

ACARIC was replaced by ALPROMISU (the 
regional association for the progress of Mískitus 
and Sumus/Mayangna) in 1974. Th is organisation 
could be seen as the fi rst real indigenous organisa-
tion. As ACARIC, ALPROMISU was organised by 
Capuchin priests, along with Moravian pastors and 
some Peace Corps volunteers. Th e organisation had 
the aim of improving marketing of food crops in 
the indigenous communities and struggling against 
the alleged usurpation of indigenous lands by the 
state forestry institution INFONAC. Th is was one 
of the starting points for indigenous environmental 
activism. Th e movement initially headed by pastors 
quickly spread from the Coco River to the coastal 
regions. Th rough the increasing links to interna-
tional Indigenist movements, the activism started 
to be concentrated more in Puerto Cabezas and to 
be headed by young Miskitu professionals (Roldán 
Ortega 2000: 183). 

Unlike ACARIC, whose members tended to 
focus on issues of local economy rather than in-
digenous politics, ALPROMISU emphasised that 
the lack of Miskitu and Sumu (Mayangna) par-
ticipation in the regional political processes was 
the main cause of underdevelopment in the indig-
enous communities (Jamieson 1999). As Jamieson 
recounts, ALPROMISU succeeded in pushing for 
some government decentralisation in the region, 
and for indigenous representation at the municipal 
and state levels. ALPROMISU was also the fi rst or-
ganisation to start emphasising social and cultural 
representations, and indigenous identity was seen as 
the key factor in explaining the marginalisation of 
the Coast. One important aspect of ALPROMISU’s 
discourses was the emphasis on distinctions between 
mestizos and creoles on the one hand, who enjoyed 
privileged positions in the ethnic hierarchy, and the 
Miskitu and Sumu (Mayangna) on the other, who 
were underrepresented in these. Th e relationship be-
tween ALPROMISU and the Somoza government 
was ambiguous, encopassing both repression and 
co-optation (Vilas 1990). Th e government jailed a 
few Miskitu leaders during the 1970s, but also of-
fered to allocate funds for the movement’s activities 
and seats in the National Assembly for two Miskitu 
leaders of the organisation. What distinguished AL-
PROMISU from ACARIC, was that this new or-
ganisation was directly oriented towards the inter-
national scale, and had a wide network of contacts 
at the international level. At the national level, both 
of these movements functioned at a limited regional 
scale. As Brysk (1996: 41) points out, some of the 
internationalisation of indigenous movements has 

occurred precisely because indigenous social move-
ments were weak domestically; and domestic weak-
ness actually facilitated transnational alliance build-
ing and eff ectiveness. Th e Indian rights movement 
was able to act globally because it acted as a new 
social movement based on identity and social con-
sciousness rather than objective material position. 
As Stavenhagen (1988: 153) stresses, many indig-
enous movements initially developed from local 
to international before a corresponding national 
level of organisation was established (compare with 
Smith’s (1996) jumping of scales). 

In Nicaragua, the indigenous movement never 
developed a broad national strategy or umbrella or-
ganisation. Iturralde (1997) sees that there are two 
primary elements in the formation of national scale 
indigenous movements; the establishment of a com-
mon revindicative platform for all the indigenous 
peoples and of a network suffi  ciently incorporative 
of the diversity. In Nicaragua, because of the so-
cio-cultural diff erences between the Atlantic Coast 
and the Pacifi c, it has been diffi  cult to establish a 
common revindicative platform. As the indigenous 
groups in Nicaragua are small and regionally con-
centrated, there has not been enough motivation 
to establish nation-wide organisations. Th e small 
groups of indigenous people on the Pacifi c Coast 
are much more integrated into national culture and 
society and have only in recent years started to claim 
an indigenous identity, and to mobilise in the Mov-
imiento Indígena de Nicaragua (MIN). MIN has 
also invited costeño indigenous people to integrate 
the movement, but the interests of the “new” in-
digenous groups of the Pacifi c indigenous peoples 
diff er very much from those of the Atlantic, and in-
tegration has not occurred.

In Nicaragua as in many other countries, indig-
enous peoples thus turned to the international sys-
tem partly out of domestic powerlessness. As Brysk 
(1996) points out, mobilisation at the international 
level often required fewer resources than at the na-
tional level and was more amenable to information 
politics. However, the internationalisation of In-
dian rights has exacerbated problems concerning 
the question of political representation. Although 
the international alliance has strengthened the in-
digenous peoples, it has not yet overcome the larger 
power relationships in which it is embedded.
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3.3.2. Th e indigenous movement  
during the Sandinista   
epoch (1981-1990)  

During the fi rst years ACARIC, ALPROMISU and 
the Mayangna organisation SUKAWALA mainly 
concentrated on the economic and social devel-
opment of the indigenous communities, and on 
their political and cultural rights. At the end of the 
1970s, land and territory had become important 
claims alongside the other concerns, but the ques-
tion of land and territory did not become promi-
nent concerns until the early 1980s in the discourses 
of the newly established MISURASATA organisa-
tion. ALPROMISU was allowed to continue as an 
indigenous movement in the Sandinista revolution 
provided it changed its name in order to incorpo-
rate the ideals of the revolution. Th e change in fo-
cus led to the forming of MISURASATA (Miskitu 
Sumu Rama Sandinista Asla Takanka - the Miskitu, 
Sumu (Mayangna) and Rama Indians united with 
the Sandinistas) in 1979. MISURASATA initially 
pushed for the titling of indigenous lands and a fair 
commercialisation of the food crops. Th is organisa-
tion achieved the recognition of regional indigenous 
leaders at the national scale and the promotion and 
strengthening of indigenous identity and cohesion. 
Th e earlier focus on local communitarian develop-
ment and links to the global scale were subsequent-
ly broadened to include the national scale, and 
the fi rst regional political indigenous movement 
was formed. Th e new leadership was headed by 
the young Miskitu professionals Brooklyn Rivera, 
Steadman Fagoth and Hazel Law. MISURASATA 
started to recur to discourses infl uenced by Fourth 
Worldist Indianist movements (especially Cultural 
Survival), that emphasised the separate ethnic iden-
tity and political goals of the indigenous people. 
MISURASATA changed focus from the commu-
nal development goals of the earlier organisations 
to establishing a regional political movement (Pérez 
Chiriboga 2002: 112). 

Th e indigenous territorial discourses gained 
strength in the 1980s under the Sandinista regime 
and during the war, where most of the indigenous 
fi ghters fought in the Contras. In 1980, the Minis-
try of the Environment IRENA and MISURASATA 
signed a logging agreement, under which IRENA 
would pay stumpage fees for the timber cut on vil-
lage property, but not for the timber cut on national 
lands (Jamieson 1999). In order to clear up the con-
fusion regarding which lands were to be classifi ed 

as national lands and which as communal lands, 
MISURASATA was provided the opportunity to 
draw up a map demarcating the community lands 
and lands in dispute. Th e document called Plan 81, 
or offi  cially “Propuesta de la tenencia de la tierra 
en las comunidades indígenas y creoles de la Costa 
Atlántica” (Equipo Envío 1988) of the demarcation 
of community land was prepared by a group of ad-
visers connected to the rightist opposition and the 
Honduran geographer Mauricio Polanco, and was 
fi nanced by Cultural Survival. Miskitu leaders start-
ed to recur to more indigenist and ethno-exclusive 
discourses and were encouraged to reclaim the old 
territory of the Miskitu kingdom, claiming that Mis-
kitus had owned their lands from “time immemori-
al”. According to the map drawn for the survey, the 
indigenous people were claiming aboriginal rights 
to around a third of the national territory (González 
Pérez 1997: 194). Th rough this claim, MISURASA-
TA challenged the sovereignty of the revolutionary 
state. Th e Sandinistas were schocked by the extent 
of the land claimed by MISURASATA. 

In August 1981, the government responded 
to MISURASATA’s demands by issuing its Decla-
ration of Principles concerning indigenous rights 
(Declaración…1981). Th e declaration stated that 
the government would not grant any special territo-
rial rights to the Miskitus, reserving the exclusive 
right to exploit the natural resources for itself. Th e 
government’s response to the Plan 81 spurred the 
Miskitus to wage war against the homogenising 
policies of the Sandinistas. Th e international sup-
port received during the war raised more conscious-
ness of indigenous rights, and the events of the war 
infl uenced the discourses concerning indigenous 
land rights making them politically and emotion-
ally charged. Although all of the ethnic groups were 
impacted by the Sandinista-Contra War, the war 
was mostly seen as a Miskitu war.  Th e Mayangna 
were also impacted and participated in the Contra 
War, but never clearly identifi ed with the Miskitu 
armed struggle for self-determination. Several years 
of fi ghting fi nally resulted in peace talks in 1985 
and in the passing of the Constitutional Amend-
ment and the Autonomy Statute in 1987. Th is his-
tory gives the Miskitu a sense of legitimate entitle-
ment to the autonomous rights they won through 
the war (Jordan 2003).

In the MISURASATA documents for the fi rst 
time the concept of indigenous nations was empha-
sised, in opposition to the term the Nicaraguan na-
tion. According to MISURASATA, the formation 
of the nation-state occurred historically later than 
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the formation of the indigenous nations, and this 
explicitly meant the indigenous nations had more 
legitimate rights over their territory than the states 
had over the territory under their jurisdiction (Hale 
1992). Th e territorial claims of the indigenous na-
tion presented in Plan 81 represented around 45 
000 km² (Hale 1992: 14) (around 60% of the At-
lantic Coast or over 30% of the Nicaraguan terri-
tory). Th e claim also included subsoil rights and 
river and coastline rights. Th ese demands to politi-
cal control over one-third of the national territory, 
based on aboriginal rights of the indigenous na-
tion severed the relations between MISURASATA 
and the revolutionary government (González Pérez 
1997). From 1980 to 1981, MISURASATA moved 
from the earlier cultural and economic demands to 
a political demand of separate territorial rights for 
the indigenous people above the rights of the na-
tion-state. 

Th e Sandinista government made the mistake 
of applying state organised top-down development 
for the Atlantic Coast, marginalising the MISURA-
SATA leadership who were demanding a more ac-
tive involvement of the indigenous people in solv-
ing the problems of rights to traditional lands and 
the extraction of natural resources within these, the 
rights to traditional forms of culture and social or-
ganisation and education in indigenous languages, 
and a new locally developed political process for 
the region (Matamoros 1992). MISURASATA, in 
emphasising a more Indianist approach to regional 
politics, took on a more systematically ethnic chau-
vinist approach, defi ned by Vilas (1990: 246) as a 
reductionist view which biases the analysis of the 
reality of a population group towards its ethnic ele-
ments, including the mystifi cation of its own his-
tory. Th is ethnic chauvinism can be seen for exam-
ple in the following excerpt from a MISURASATA 
declaration: “We declare that, as national indig-
enous peoples, we have a system of land use based 
on social, not individual factors, in profound agree-
ment with all Biblical teachings in the Old and New 
Testaments on the possession and use of the land. 
Th us the possibility is eradicated of the domination 
of some people over others based on the individual 
exploitation of the means of production” (cited in 
Vilas 1990: 249). Th e ethnic chauvinism was ex-
acerbated by the manipulations of the U.S. foreign 
policy to unite the Miskitus against the Sandinista 
oppressors. MISURASATA and U.S. agencies had 
a close relationship ever since the start, as had its 
predecessors ACARIC and ALPROMISU. Th is re-
lationship was seen as a contemporary expression of 

the historical continuity of the relations between the 
foreigners and the Miskitus established through the 
activities of companies extracting natural resources 
during the Somoza times, and through the contacts 
with the English during colonial times. Th e relations 
between MISURASATA and the Sandinista govern-
ment were ambiguous. Some of the leaders, such as 
Hazel Law and Brooklyn Rivera tried to cooperate 
with the government, whereas another sector of the 
movement, headed by Steadman Fagoth, an earlier 
ally of Somoza’s National Guard, positioned itself 
against the Sandinistas. MISURASATA’s emphasis 
on ethnic diff erentiation, rather than regional devel-
opment diff erences, alienated many Coast mestizos 
from the organisation and its ethno-exclusive dis-
course (Matamoros 1992). 

Th e event that started the war on the Coast was 
when Sandinista militaries in 1981 entered a Mora-
vian church in Prinzapolka and arrested MISURA-
SATA leaders who were suspected for using the 
Sandinista alphabetisation campaign to spread 
counterrevolutionary ideas. Th is event turned out 
into fi ghting with several people killed, and the 
news about the incident and the disrespect for the 
Moravian church that the incident showed on the 
part of the Sandinistas, caused wide opposition to 
the government. Th e revolutionaries were seen by 
the Miskitu as anti-religious people, something that 
clashed profoundly with the deep religiosity of the 
Miskitu (Pérez Chiriboga 2002). Th e events of the 
war have been elaborated extensely on by amongst 
others Ohland & Schneider (1983), Ortiz (1988), 
Vilas (1990), Hale (1994), González Pérez (1996) 
and Pérez Chiriboga (2002). 

During the war, the indigenous discourse against 
the Sandinista government declared that the politi-
cal system of the FSLN was anti-indigenous and 
genocidal (Pérez Chiriboga 2002: 114). As Pérez-
Chiriboga states, the leaders denounced the burning 
of communities by Sandinistas, the existence of ref-
ugees, the forced resettlement of indigenous com-
munities of the Coco River to the Tasba Pri (free 
land) settlements on the prairies of the municipal-
ity of Puerto Cabezas. In the indigenous discourses, 
elements of religious and Indianist/Fourth World-
ist discourse were emphasised. Th e opposition to-
wards the Nicaraguan government was exacerbated 
due to interventions from U.S. agencies, such as the 
CIA. It was easy for U.S. agencies to mobilise the 
indigenous people against the Nicaraguan govern-
ment thanks to the traditional opposition between 
costeños and ispails (Spaniards, as the Pacifi c Nicara-
guans are called), and to the “anglo-affi  nity” created 
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through the historical relations with both English 
and U.S. governments and companies. Th e most 
controversial theme in the indigenous territorial 
discourses during the war was that of a cross-border 
indigenous territory including the Atlantic Coast 
in Nicaragua and the department of Gracias a Dios 
in Honduras. Th e Indians took the confl ictive re-
lations between the state and the indigenous peo-
ple to the Inter-American Commission of Human 
Rights, accusing the state of violating their human 
rights. Th e Commission suggested the elaboration 
of a new political order for the region. Th e Sandini-
sta government initiated negotiations and consulta-
tions with the Indian leaders and started to develop 
a regime of political and administrative autonomy 
for the region. Th e fi rst peace negotiations were 
started in 1984 with the creation of the autonomy 
commission, which started elaborating a law grant-
ing autonomy to the Atlantic Coast, and in 1985 a 
peace agreement was reached in the community of 
Yulu close to Puerto Cabezas. In 1987 the National 
Assembly approved the autonomy statute. With the 
beginning of the peace negotiations, the diff erent 
MISURASATA fractions united under the name of 
YATAMA (Yapti Tasba Masraka Nani Asla Takan-
ka, or Mother Earth’s Sons). In 1988 Tomás Borge, 
Minister of the Interior, and Brooklyn Rivera signed 
a peace agreement, but peace did not return in the 
practice until 1990, with cease-fi re and the return-
ing of the displaced population from Honduras.

3.3.3. YATAMA 

YATAMA was the fi rst indigenous organisation in 
Nicaragua to participate in electoral processes. In 
the fi rst regional elections in 1990, YATAMA won 
a majority of the seats in the regional council and 
the two fi rst regional governments in the RAAN 
were headed by this organisation. YATAMA also 
obtained a deputee in the National Assembly, and 
the government of Violeta Chamorro named the 
leader, Brooklyn Rivera, director of the newly estab-
lished state institution INDERA (Institute of De-
velopment of the Autonomous Regions) in 1990. In 
the regional elections of 1994 and 1998, YATAMA 
dropped its position from second to third in the 
composition of power in the regional council of the 
RAAN (González & Zapata 2003). 

During its fi rst decade of existence, YATAMA 
fi gured under the organisational form of an asso-
ciation of popular subscription, which was a legal 

form of organisation, allowed participation in mu-
nicipal and regional elections, in the electoral law 
before the electoral reform in 2000. Th e electoral 
reform eliminated this sort of organisation and 
obliged the organisations to be transformed into 
political parties, subject to the same conditions as 
other political parties of receiving a certain number 
of votes in order to participate in the elections. In 
the practice, the reform eliminated various popular 
organisations, making it impossible for them to get 
the necessary number of votes to continue political-
ly active. YATAMA and the Partido de los Pueblos 
Costeños (PPC), led by creole Ray Hooker, tried to 
unite their forces in the 2000 elections by forming a 
movement Unidad Costeña. However, this alliance 
did not succeed in the elections because of delays in 
the presentation of party documents. 

In the municipal elections in 2000, the Supreme 
Electoral Council disqualifi ed YATAMA from par-
ticipating because it was alleged to have allied with 
another party that did not have offi  cial party status. 
Th e electoral confl ict led to considerable violence 
and protests in Bilwi between YATAMA activists 
and the riot policemen, leaving one Miskitu dead 
and several wounded. Brooklyn Rivera and other 
YATAMA leaders incited the population to abstain 
from voting and only 15% of the municipal popu-
lation of Puerto Cabezas voted and a huge absten-
tionism occurred in other RAAN municipalities as 
well. During the elections, many indigenous people 
in Monimbó in Pacifi c Nicaragua showed their sup-
port for the Coastal indigenous people by writing 
“viva YATAMA” on the ballot papers. Many Mora-
vian church leaders also incited the communities 
to abstain from voting. Brooklyn Rivera, in a radio 
speech I recorded on the 4th of November  2000 on 
Radio Miskut stated (author’s translation): “If you 
vote, you vote for your slavery, if you abstain, you 
vote for your liberty. We have to say no to war, and 
fi ght through civil means. We will fi ght with God, 
with our pastors, but if they come to kill us, then we 
will have to defend ourselves, however, we cannot 
let the international opinions be manipulated that 
we are the aggressors. Th is is not Brooklyn’s battle; 
it is the battle of a people. Brooklyn is one person 
and one vote, nothing more. Although I will not 
vote even if they cut off  my head, it would be to 
betray myself and my people. Look at your skin, at 
your face, at your blood, are you or are you not an 
Indian. You have to think like an Indian and not fall 
into the dirty games of the political parties. Th e gun 
is to defend lives, not to eliminate them, remember 
that many of the militaries are indigenous people 
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who due to lack of work had to join the army, they 
are our brothers”.  

Th e exclusion and discrimination of smaller or-
ganisations that the electoral reform brought about, 
caused huge levels of abstenteeism in the elections 
in 2000. Later on, YATAMA accused the govern-
ment of Nicaragua of having blocked their partic-
ipation in the elections, and took the case to the 
Inter-American Human Rights Court in San José, 
just as the Awas Tingni community had acted in the 
year 2000 concerning the unconstitutional granting 
of a forestry concession in their territory. Th e case 
set the precedent at a global level for accusing a state 
of having violated indigenous people in electoral 
terms. 

YATAMA’s power was more symbolic than real 
in the late 1990s and early 2000s, but it has regained 
strength in the past few years. YATAMA had earlier 
been a rather ethnically exclusivist resistance organi-
sation, but the recent developments have obliged its 
leaders to open up and cooperate with other politi-
cal parties and social organisations on the Coast in 
the autonomy process (González & Zapata 2003). 
YATAMA has been plagued by certain opportunism 
and intragroup frictions. Many people say YATA-
MA has reached a moment of decay where the only 
way to rise is to renew the leadership (González & 
Zapata 2003). Some criticise its leader Brooklyn 
Rivera for being too eager in maintaining his own 
leadership position, while others say he has in recent 
years opened up much and is willing to step down 
if younger capable leaders emerge. Th ere might be 
occurring a transition in the leadership to younger 
structures, as the results in the regional elections of 
2002 could indicate. All the YATAMA members in 
the regional council are members for the fi rst time, 
and are of an average of 30 years of age (González 
& Zapata 2003). In later years Rivera has opened 
up for more dialogue with other parties, and in 
2002, YATAMA allied with the Sandinista party 
and won the regional elections. Th e regional gov-
ernment was headed by YATAMA and the regional 
council president was from the Sandinista party. In 
2004, YATAMA also won the municipal elections 
in Puerto Cabezas, Prinzapolka and Waspám. In 
Bilwi, for the fi rst time a woman, long-time indig-
enous leader Elizabeth Enríquez, became mayor (La 
Prensa 9.11.2004).

Th e model of autonomy developed by the Sandi-
nistas in 1987 was based on a concept of multieth-
nicity. YATAMA has not conformed to this model, 
but has insisted on a reform of the autonomy model 
with autonomous territorial governments for the 

diff erent geographical/ethnic sectors (González & 
Zapata 2003). Th ere are important diff erences be-
tween diff erent YATAMA factions based on diff ering 
perceptions of the goals of the YATAMA constitu-
ency (Jamieson 1999). Some factions, particularly 
those infl uenced by Brooklyn Rivera, promote an 
ethno-exclusive view, stating that the true owners of 
the Atlantic Coast are the indigenous peoples. Th is 
faction has been critical of the autonomy process 
and the regional governments. Rivera has however 
in the past few years opened up for the ideas of a 
multicultural autonomy and multi-ethnic govern-
ing of the Coast territory, and has opened up also 
for alliances with other political parties. Other more 
moderate groups supporting the multi-ethnic au-
tonomy model argue that also the mestizos should 
have an equally strong role in determining the re-
gion’s development. Th ese moderate groups have 
supported the project of regional autonomy and 
have partly allied with FSLN in criticising central 
government policy of the liberal government, and 
have resisted armed struggle.

YATAMA has lately tried to integrate Mayang-
nas in their organisation, but the Mayangnas think 
YATAMA is only driving Miskitu interests, and pre-
fer mobilising within their own organisations. Dur-
ing the war there was more unity between the Mis-
kitu and Mayangna within MISURASATA, who 
then referred to the Mayangnas as their brothers 
(wahay). However after the war the Miskitus again 
started to refer to the Mayangna as Sumus – the 
former name for the Mayangna group, and a term 
that has the connotation of stupid and uncivilised. 
Th e Mayangna think they took as much part in the 
war and in the peace negotiations as the Miskitu, 
but that after the war YATAMA has forgotten them. 
During my fi eldwork in 2002, I participated in a 
meeting in Musawás organised by the regional gov-
ernment headed by YATAMA. Th e party organised 
a new regional directive for Mayangnas within the 
organisation. Most of the Mayangnas however op-
posed this eff ort of YATAMA to integrate the May-
angnas within their organisation, arguing that the 
Mayangnas are already organised amongst them-
selves and do not need new leadership structures. 
Th e Mayangnas were also criticising the use of the 
YATAMA fl ag, saying it incorporates nothing to 
symbolise the unity of the Miskitu with the May-
angna, and that therefore they cannot unite with the 
Miskitu under the YATAMA banner. On the other 
hand, Miskitus are often of the opinion that YATA-
MA does not exclude the Mayangnas, but rather the 
Mayangnas are not interested in working together 
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with the Miskitus:
“…I can say that it is not the organisation [YATAMA] 
that continues abandoning the Mayangnas, but they 
themselves because they always want to do the things in-
dependently, alone they want to work.” Mayangna com-
munity member, Musawás, October 2002.

Many former activists in the organisations 
preceding YATAMA, are also disillusioned with 
YATAMA. Armando Rojas, one of the founders of 
ALPROMISU, in an interview in November 2002, 
compared this fi rst organisation with its successors 
MISURASATA and YATAMA, arguing that the in-
digenous identity and mysticism that were the or-
ganising forces behind ALPROMISU, have been dis-
placed as minor concerns in the new organisations. 
Th e new leaders of MISURASATA and YATAMA 
were not the same leaders that were active in AL-
PROMISU, and the former ALPROMISU leaders 
have had some diffi  culties fi nding their place within 
the new organisations. Th is led to the forming of a 
new indigenous party, the PAMUC, in the begin-
ning of the present decade. According to PAMUC 
members, YATAMA has lost its unifying power and 
has no clear strategy and policy of what its goals and 
methods of reaching them are. PAMUC incorpo-
rates moderate Miskitu intellectuals who argue that 
YATAMA focuses too much on ethno-exclusivism, 
resistance through violent means, and disillusion 
with the autonomy process. Despite criticism from 
diff erent groups, YATAMA is however the largest 
indigenous movement on the Coast due to its role 
in regional politics.

3.3.4. Consejo de Ancianos

Th e Elder’s Council, Consejo de Ancianos, is the larg-
est non-political Miskitu organisation. It is ideolog-
ically based on the traditional leadership structure 
of the communities, where the elders are consulted 

in community matters and problems with outsid-
ers. Although the Elder’s council claims to conform 
to the original communal leadership structure, the 
present council based in Bilwi is of recent formation 
during the years of exile in Honduras. Th e council 
has three professional young men as advisers, two of 
whom are Miskitu and one a mestizo from Mana-
gua who began embracing indigenous ideologies 
during the war. A former leader of the wartime or-
ganisation MISATAN, is the main adviser who rep-
resents the council in aff airs with outsiders, as the 
real elders in the organisation often have diffi  culties 
in communicating in Spanish. Th is leader has stud-
ied law in Managua and is a powerful leader with 
eloquent discourses on both international and na-
tional indigenous rights. Th e advisers have suff ered 
a loss of legitimacy both at the local level and at the 
national level because of being accused of running 
their own interests, however many elders see them 
as their legitimate leaders. Th e Elder’s council has 
its strongest constituency in the communities of the 
prairies around Puerto Cabezas and along the Coco 
River, in the communities most mobilised during 
the war. Actually a large part of the elders and the 
advisers in the council are former combatants, and 
it is common that they call each other by their pseu-
donyms from the war. 

Th e Council is the organisation which most 
strongly promotes indigenist discourses on a wide 
range of issues from environmentalism and histori-
cal rights to the Moskitia. Th e Council has been 
accused of being ethnoexclusive or ethnochauvin-
ist promoting only the Miskitu interests, although 
they in their discourses allege to be the legitimate 
leaders of all the indigenous peoples on the Coast. 
At present the Council can only claim to adequately 
represent the Miskitu communities of the RAAN 
and thus risks becoming ethno-exclusively biased, 
in the same way as some of the more extreme YAT-
AMA factions have developed. Th e Council does 
not ideologically promote an ethnoexclusive stance, 
and has requested the presence of Rama, Creole, 
Mayangna and Garífuna representatives in their 
activities. Despite the eff orts to integrate the other 
indigenous groups better in the organisation, it is 
however still seen as a Miskitu organisation. 

In order to work for their territorial aims the 
Council has organised a few large regional meet-
ings with up to 300 participants and several smaller 
workshops on indigenous matters. However in the 
past few years the council has had problems organis-
ing these meetings because of the loss of legitimacy 
among external funding agencies due to weak-

Figure 5. YATAMA march in Bilwi in November 
2000.
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nesses in its fi nancial administration and account-
ability. Th e Council is often seen by people from 
outside the region, but also by moderate costeños, 
as a separatist organisation with unrealistic agendas 
and a very limited group of followers. It has also 
protested against and boycotted several nationwide 
processes concerning the indigenous people, such as 
the process of preparing the new law of indigenous 
communal land titling, which was passed in 2002. 
Th e Elder’s Council operates within Nicaraguan law 
but generally distances itself from the state political 
processes, although it has recently begun participat-
ing more actively in national and regional political 
processes, albeit with a critical oppositional stance 
(Jamieson 1999). It is, however, one of the largest 
organisations and is therefore constantly invited to 
meetings concerning the region. 

In the last few years the leaders have opened up 
more to political processes and negotiations con-
cerning the region, and have started opting more 
for multiculturalism in contrast to the exclusivist 
emphasis on Miskitu matters. Th e Council’s aims 
are to defend communal property, indigenous tradi-
tions, and the natural resources of the region and 
promote the deepening of the autonomy process 
and the application of law in the region (Jamieson 
1999). One of its main aims is also to develop rela-
tions with national and international organisations 
interested in the region and the rights of indigenous 
people. Th e Elder’s Council has often made the 
mistake of trying to ‘jump scales’ too much, con-
centrating on gaining support on the international 
scale at the cost of building a strong local and re-
gional support. Th is can partly be explained because 
of the logistical diffi  culties of maintaining contact 
with the communities. It is much easier for the ad-
visers living in Managua to contact a wide array of 
international actors on the internet once a day than 
travelling to the communities once a year.  On the 
other hand, as scales can also be ‘jumped’ in various 
directions, the ‘up-scaling’ the Council has had as 
a strategy, can all the same promote a jumping of 
scales downward, and a strengthening of local and 
regional agency through the power gained by the 
initial emphasis on ‘up-scaling’.

In its discourses on the future of the Moskitia, 
the Council specifi es a certain role for every indig-
enous group. In October 2000, I heard a narra-
tion of the construction of the future palace of the 
Moskitia, where every indigenous group would be 
housed on a separate fl oor, the fi rst fl oor belonging 
to the Miskitu. Th e Council represents their own 
ethnic group, the Miskitu, as the strategic Indians, 

the Mayangna (or Sumu) as the spiritual Indians, 
and the Rama as the original and authentic Indi-
ans. In their picturing of the re-establishment of 
the Moskitia, they explain that there will be a big 
congress represented by all the leaders of the com-
munities, where the destiny of everyone will be de-
bated. Th e government will be represented by the 
regional leaders and each leader will know the needs 
of his territory and will work toward these in a form 
of communal government. Th e leaders argue about 
how the territory in the future Moskitia should best 
be divided between the Miskitus, Sumus and Ramas. 
Dividing the great territory can according to them 
be a serious error, because there would be zones with 
a variety of resources and zones with very little. Th e 
inter-communal land confl icts that are present in 
many communities are diffi  cult to resolve, which is 
why the Elders’ Council is claiming the whole terri-
tory of the Moskitia from the Nicaraguan state. Th e 
leaders argue that when the national government 
and international audience have recognised the ter-
ritory, the Council will subsequently seek how to re-
solve the problem of the communal borders. Some 
of the leaders opt for total independence from the 
Nicaraguan state, some for a federal government or 
for the consolidation of autonomy, provided that 
the government permits the indigenous people to 
govern themselves without intervention. But if the 
government continues with the position it has had 
during the past ten years, many of the leaders say 
they will have to opt for more drastic positions. 

Very few Mayangnas and other ethnic groups 
support the Council, as they regard the Council as a 
promoter of the traditional division between the in-
digenous groups. State and non-governmental agen-
cies do not usually support the Council either, be-
cause of the view that the Council is secessionist and 
promotes discourses on independence for the Atlan-
tic Coast. In fact, independence is something that 
both Elder’s Council supporters and other costeños 
feel would be the ideal future for the Atlantic Coast. 
Th e credibility of the Council mainly lies in its ac-
countability through deploying traditional forms of 
social organisation, and in its apolitical character. 
Th e organisation however lacks a clear strategy. Th e 
elders say that the advisers want to be involved in too 
many political matters, which weakens the Coun-
cil’s ability to achieve practical changes. According 
to the elders, the Council should be the spiritual 
guides of the communities, and not so much politi-
cal leaders, as the advisers want the council to be. 
Th e Council, being one of the largest indigenous or-
ganisations, is respected and taken into account by 
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state and NGO organisations, but because of their 
ideological stances and unrealistic agendas, they are 
not taken very seriously. Th e Council is also plagued 
by internal frictions, as are most of the indigenous 
organisations.

3.3.5. SUKAWALA

Although ALPROMISU stated it was an organisa-
tion of both Miskitus and Sumus/Mayangnas, the 
hegemony of the Miskitus was clear from the start. 
Th erefore the Sumus (Mayangnas) felt it was neces-
sary to form an organisation explicitly for the Sumu. 
Th e organisation of the Mayangnas, SUKAWALA 
(Sumu Kalpapakna Wahaine Lami), was born in the 
mining district of Bonanza in 1974 and was initially 
assisted by Capuchin missionaries, the Catholic or-
ganisation CEPAD and the paternalistic US-based 
Neptune Mining Company (Jamieson 1999). It was 
created as a result of the organising of the Sumu-
Mayangna population in the LIMON project in 
the early 1970s (Levantamiento Indígena Montan-
Río Oriental de Nicaragua). Th e organisation was 
fi rst oriented on working against the contamination 
of the rivers in the Sumu lands caused by mining 
companies, as well as towards specifi c development 
activities, such as promoting better commercial op-
portunities and health and schooling projects (Vilas 
1990, González Pérez 1997: 173). Th e organisation 
received support from ecclesiastic organisations, but 
its impacts were smaller than those of the Miskitu 
organisations. During the war in the 1980s many 
Mayangna fought side by side with the Miskitus, but 
many of them distanced themselves from MISURA-
SATA, which the Mayangnas regarded as promoting 
only Miskitu interests. In 1985, the government of-
fi cially recognised SUKAWALA as the most repre-
sentative organisation of Mayangna interests and it 
was brought into the Autonomy process. 

During the 1980s and early 1990s, the organi-
sation faced internal confl icts because of account-
ability and administrative weaknesses in the leader-
ship and due to the paternalism of the state towards 
the organisation. Since the fi rst half of the 1990s, 
the organisation started to become more active in 
claiming rights to the territory, natural resources, 
indigenous identity and revalorisation of the May-
angna culture. Th e process that spurred the reacti-
vation of SUKAWALA was the designation of the 
Bosawás reserve in 1991, where the majority of the 
Mayangna communities are located. Th e state im-
position of a reserve without consultation with the 

indigenous communities led to indigenous protests 
and to a strengthening of the territorial claims of 
the communities. Th e organisation thereafter be-
came centred on questions of the management 
of natural resources and the role of the state and 
the indigenous communities in this management. 
Th e leaders focused on legislative rights of the in-
digenous people through the Constitution and the 
Autonomy law and started pushing for the titling 
of the communal lands. Th e organisation contin-
ues offi  cially as a non-political organisation, focus-
ing primarily on the protection and development of 
the Mayangna communities and it is considered the 
most representative Mayangna organisation (Jamie-
son 1999). 

During the 1990s, SUKAWALA was plagued by 
intragroup rivalry and caudillismo and the lack of a 
functioning administrative structure and was split 
up between the SUKAWALA of Bonanza-Siuna and 
the SUKAWALA of Rosita, who have been more 
in contact with Miskitu and mestizos. Th e Rosita 
group prefers self-identifying themselves as Sumu, a 
name which the other Mayangnas see as a denigrat-
ing term used by the Miskitu. Crises in the account-
ability of the leadership during the 1990s made the 
organisation lose most of its international support. 
However, the organisation persisted because of its 
strong ideological base. Th e organisation has grown 
stronger since the year 2000 when the Bonanza 
group formed an administratively and institution-
ally more effi  cient structure under the leadership 
of Martín Erants, a Mayangna sociologist. At the 
SUKAWALA assembly in 2000 a declaration was 
passed declaring that the name Mayangna be offi  -
cially used and representative of the group instead 
of Sumu. Presently, the organisation is led by Nor-
man Davis and the Rosita group is still trying to 
function apart although it has weakened.

During the past few years, the organisation has 
started to centre more on issues of local communal 
development, the administration of resources at the 
communal level and carrying through communal 
projects with the support of NGOs. SUKAWALA 
leaders, however, point out that the questions of 
communal development are something to be worked 
for through the local indigenous territorial organisa-
tions that have been formed in the Mayangna com-
munities since the latter part of the 1990s. SUKA-
WALA is to be the umbrella organisation of these 
indigenous development associations, and should 
focus on promoting broader issues of Mayangna 
identity and the problems of acculturation, but not 
specifi cally on the creation of development projects. 
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Th e organisation is presently well-known and re-
spected in the communities and amongst the for-
eign and national NGOs, although it had in earlier 
years experienced decay and delegitimation both at 
the local level and with external institutions. Th e or-
ganisation also criticises NGOs for having usurped 
the role of the indigenous associations by speaking 
in the name of the indigenous people in order to re-
ceive outside support. Th e NGOs are often named 
parasites and intermediaries. Especially the Nicara-
guan environmental organisation Centro Humboldt 
and the URACCAN University have been victims of 
these critiques. Much of the criticism can, however, 
be attributed to lack of communication and infor-
mation and to envy. Th e SUKAWALA organisation 
has lost some power to the territorial development 
associations, although the present leaders point out 
that there are no confl icts between these diff erent 
organisations. Rather the diff erences in focus and 
aims of the two institutions are complementary. Th e 
main problem the leaders face is that SUKAWALA 
presently functions entirely in a non-remunerated 
way, and the young leaders have diffi  culties in rec-
onciling their wish to promote Mayangna issues at 
the national level and to cater for their own personal 
needs.

3.3.6. Th e territorial development  
associations

Inside the Bosawás Biosphere Reserve a new sort 
of leadership structure emerged in the 1990s, the 
asociaciones territoriales, or territorial development 
associations. Th ese were formed with the assistance 
of international and national NGOs with the aim 
of building a more local-level based organisational 
structure which would be in charge of promoting 
the participation of the indigenous people inside 
Bosawás in the co-management of the reserve (more 
of this in the chapter on Bosawás). Th e leaders of 
these new structures are mainly young and better 
educated men who have better possibilities of ap-
proaching and coordinating with national and in-
ternational institutions. Th e problems this new in-
stitution face are those elucidated by Bretón (2001 
a,b), where he labels these sorts of intermediate in-
digenous organisations as organisations of second 
level (Organizaciones de Segundo Grado or OSG). 
Th ese have been constituted habitually due to the 
promotion and support of outside institutions tied 
to development programmes, and the motivations 

for their existence are mainly external. Th ere is a 
correlation between the intervention of cooperation 
agencies and the density of indigenous organisa-
tion. Generally there are more OSGs in areas with 
a strong indigenous presence, because cooperation 
agencies often tend to focus more on indigenous 
groups, and thus these receive more support. Each 
OSG competes with other OSGs to increment its 
clientele and its bases through clientelist relations 
which produce confl icts. 

Th e growing interaction between the neoliberal 
model and the functioning of the OSG has led to 
the situation where the leadership is at the same time 
militant and ideological with political goals and also 
increasingly technocratic and more interested in 
promoting development projects in their territories, 
instead of as earlier questioning the developmental-
ist state or the abandonment of the state of its social 
obligations (Bretón 2001a). Now allied with entre-
preneurial NGOs, indigenous societies seem to be 
shifting their priorities: rather than joining forces 
for the advancement of a nationwide “indigenous 
cause”, they are rallying around mostly economic 
issues such as community development (Ramos 
2002: 272). As Gow & Rappaport (2002) state, the 
development cooperation is turning the leadership 
into a new form of caciques. Th e new leaders are the 
more educated young men, discursively trilingual in 
the languages of the state, of the movement, and of 
the communities, thus being able to communicate 
with the external agents and capture the benefi ts of 
the projects. Th is leads to increasing confl icts be-
tween the leaders and the bases and the traditional 
leadership structures which are discontent with the 
OSG administration, whose legitimacy is put to 
question. 

Bretón (2001a) characterises the new models of 
intervention in the communities as ethnofagic and 
neo-indigenist. With ethnofagy he means the fact 
that the development projects often nowadays are 
implemented and administered by the indigenous 
people themselves. Th e same sector that promoted 
an opposing and anti-liberal discourse in the 1980s, 
is now working and living in the same bureaucrat-
ic administrative structures they earlier opposed. 
Bretón (2001a: 14) talks of neoindigenismo etnófa-
go, originally a term coined by Héctor Díaz Polanco 
(1997), as a practice where states make concessions 
in the juridical-normative level (such as signing the 
ILO Convention 169, or recognising pluri-cultural 
rights at the constitutional level), while at the same 
time the movements adopt socio-economic models 
that undermine the ethnic identity of the indig-
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enous people. Th ese models include cooptation of 
leaders, the distancing of these from the discourses 
and the necessities of the bases, and increasing frag-
mentation and weakening of the movements. 

Th e new young leadership of these development 
associations in the RAAN faces increasing confl icts 
with the bases and the traditional communal leader-
ship structures such as the síndicos, who are discon-
tent with the new administration and question their 
legitimacy. Th e traditional leadership and the bases 
are often not profi cient in Spanish and neither capa-
ble of understanding the coordination between the 
territorial associations and external organisations. 
Th e traditional leaders claim that the new leadership 
structures are only after their own profi t and do not 
represent community interests. Th is view is legiti-
mated by the fact that the leaders do not maintain 
their constituency suffi  ciently informed about the 
processes within the Bosawás administration and the 
contacts between the associations and other external 
organisations. It is however not easy for the leaders 
to maintain the community informed, because the 
leaders are mainly ordinary community members 
with their own personal family obligations. Th ey 
do not receive economic remuneration for their ac-
tivities within the associations, and therefore cannot 
spend all their time informing the community about 
organisational matters. Th e paradox in indigenous 
movements is that the higher-level and complex the 
national indigenous movement and the rhetorics of 
its leaders, the less the movement seems to respond 
to the specifi c demands at the local level and thence 
to the claims of the leaders.

4. Territorial conceptions 
and practices

4.1. Th e Moskitia territory

Th e Atlantic Coast developed contacts with the Brit-
ish Empire since the forming of the Providence Is-
land Company in 1631, after which started a period 
of commercial and political contacts, which lasted 
largely until the 20th century, a time when there 
were disputes between Spain and Britain over the 
region. In 1687, the fi rst Miskitu king was crowned 
in Jamaica and a system of indirect British rule 
through the Miskitu kingdom was established. Un-
der the British indirect rule the Coast was fi rst the 
territory of the Moskitia kingdom, later on a British 
protectorate (1820-1860) and the Moskito reserve 
(1860) until it was “reincorporated” with Nicaragua 

in 1894 and became the department of Zelaya. Th e 
political-administrative territory of the British pro-
tectorate of the Moskitia Kingdom was divided into 
four political districts, headed by Miskitu leaders 
known as the admiral, the king, the general and the 
governor (Off en 1999). Th e leaders governed over 
the lands, resources and peoples and regulated the 
trade and authorised concessions within their dis-
trict. Off en (1999) points out that Miskitu appro-
priation of Western notions of territorial space and 
resource ownership in the 18th century legitimised 
their authority in the eyes of the British, neighbour-
ing Indians, and the Spanish. In 1787, the British 
left the Coast, to return in the 1840s (Hale 1994: 
39). During 1790-1820 the Miskitu kings had con-
siderable political autonomy. After 1840 an era of 
British and U.S. domination was initiated through 
the work of foreign companies extracting natural 
resources, mainly wood, bananas and latex. Th e 
economic structure of the Miskitu during this time, 
named by Helms (1971) the purchase society, led 
to an unsustainable use of resources. In this pur-
chase society, local society was linked to economic 
structures of the global society through trade and 
wage labour, but the traditional indigenous social 
structures were maintained. Market and subsistence 
economies were connected and there was no oppo-
sition towards outside resource exploitation because 
subsistence security was not threatened. Boom and 
bust cycles led people to exploit the resources inten-
sively because they knew these opportunities would 
not last long.

In 1847, the Moskitia kingdom was integrated 
in the Nicaraguan state. Th e treaty of Managua be-
tween Nicaragua and Great Britain in 1860 trans-
formed the former informal British protectorate 
into the semi-autonomous Mosquito reserve which 
approved special territorial rights for the Miskitu 
(González Pérez 1997). In 1894 the reserve was 
“reincorporated” into the Nicaraguan state and the 
Nicaraguan state was awarded sovereignty over the 
Coast, culminating in 1905 in the Moskitia conven-
tion or treaty of Harrison-Altamirano, which was 
signed by around 80 delegates from 12 Miskitu com-
munities (although most of the Miskitu delegates 
were unaware of what the signing of the convention 
meant). Th e treaty and the loss of indigenous auton-
omy however caused resistance from the indigenous 
leaders, who sent appeals to the British to intervene 
and support the indigenous people (Hale 1994: 48). 
Th e Nicaraguan state, in order to calm down resist-
ance, agreed on issuing land titles to the communi-
ties of the former reserve. Th e Land Titling Com-
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mission, established by the British, awarded around 
30 communal land titles of approximately 100 000 
hectares in extension (Williamson 1995). Prior to 
this, the Miskitu had not had a notion of communal 
lands. When they were presented with the possibil-
ity to claim lands, they presented their claims fi rst 
in the form of family plots (Hale 1992). Th e British 
offi  cials and the Moravian church leaders recom-
mended the Miskitu leaders to present land claims 
in the form of communal lands. Th e notion of com-
munal lands thus originates in this treaty. Th e land 
titles awarded through the Commission, the títulos 
reales or royal titles, are highly valued by the com-
munities due to their symbolic character as a sign of 
unity between the British and the Miskitu. Helms 
(1971) points out that the special history of indi-
rect rule and contacts to the British and U.S, had 
several important implications, such as the develop-

ment of commercial contacts with the British and 
U.S. corporations. Th e history also made it possible 
for the Coast peoples to maintain control over their 
territories, because the Coast was never part of the 
eff ective national territory of any state.

Th e Elder’s Council uses strong discourses and 
narratives of the history of the Miskitu kingdom 
and has as its ultimate goal (albeit often recognised 
as a symbolic goal) the re-establishment of a Mis-
kitu territory following the borders of the Miskitu 
kingdom. During this Moskitia kingdom, the Mis-
kitu had their own territorial jurisdiction, consti-
tution and judicial-administrative system as well 
as their own fl ag, currency and economic system 
which corresponded to the communitarian way of 
life. Th e council analyses the territorial confl icts on 
the Atlantic Coast through their historical base. Th e 
Moskitia convention signed in 1894 by 12 com-

Figure 6. Historical territorial demarcations on the Atlantic Coast (Source: González Pérez 1997).
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munities out of the total of over 500 communities 
present today did not discuss the territoriality or the 
property rights of the indigenous groups. According 
to Vilas (1990), the reincorporation of the Moskitia 
had the eff ects of increasing fi scal revenues to the 
state, starting a process of colonisation and usurpa-
tion of lands to government and army offi  cials and 
to campesinos from the central region, and ceding 
large areas of indigenous lands in concessions to 
foreign companies for the exploitation of natural 
resources. 

Th e Harrison-Altamirano treaty from 1905, 
although aiming to solve these issues, did not suc-
ceed, because it only managed to issue around 30 
communal titles and left the majority of the com-
munities with no legal basis for their land claims. 
Th e Elder’s Council claims that the recognition of 
the Moskitia territory is the only means of solving 
territorial disputes in the region, and that the in-
digenous communities have historical rights to this 
territory based on the principle of utis possidetis iuri, 
the millenarian possession of the indigenous people 
over their land. Th e Council claims that the Coast 
was never conquered, colonised or occupied by any 
foreign power, and claims the rights established 
through historical conventions such as the arbitral 
decision of the emperor of Austria, before whom 
the Nicaraguan government and the Moskitia king-
dom appealed in 1881. According to this decision, 
the Republic of Nicaragua had no right to award 
concessions of natural resource exploitation in the 
Miskitu territory, but rather this right corresponded 
to the Moskitia government. Th e arbitral decision 
also stated that the Republic of Nicaragua had no 
right to regulate the trade of the Miskitus, neither to 
collect taxes on goods imported to or exported from 
the Moskitia. Th e Elders’ Council also frequently 
cites the promise of the government of Zelaya in the 
convention of 1894 to invest in the Moskitia terri-
tory all the rents produced within the territory, and 
that the indigenous people of the Moskitia be exent 
from military service. In their dreams of the recog-
nition of the Moskitia territory, the Council’s advis-
ers are however not unanimous about what form of 
management the indigenous territory should have, 
the options ranging from complete sovereignty or 
an associated free state to just a more well-function-
ing autonomy. 

Although a large part of the costeños are of the 
opinion that the historical rights to the Moskitia 
territory should ideally be taken into consideration, 
most people realise it is unrealistic to claim these 
rights in practice, as in this excerpt from an inter-

view with a Miskitu activist in Bilwi in May 2000:
“Th e radical and abstract claims of the Elder’s Council 
favour the government because the government says it is 
impossible to meet the claims; so nothing is done. But in 
this time of globalisation we cannot put forth that claim 
no matter how justifi ed it might be, because we have 
to adapt to the changing reality and survive, otherwise 
we are going to be terminated in this process of integra-
tion.” 

Th e Mayangna are generally not in favour of 
the pursuits to claim the Moskitia territory, as the 
Mayangna communities were historically largely lo-
cated outside the borders of the Moskitia territory 
and have never seen this as a part of their collective 
identity. A Mayangna leader from Musawás stated 
in an interview in November 2002: 
“Th e Elders’ Council is claiming a macro-territory, they 
want to govern the whole Atlantic Coast. But we will 
never coincide with their claims. We are not talking of 
the Moskitia territory, we are talking about indigenous 
territories; Mayangna, Miskito, and whatever, but we are 
talking of territories. Th is concept of territory is a revin-
dication of our ethnic identity, because our forefathers 
lived within territories. Every cacique, every leader had 
his own territory over which he reigned. Th e cacique 
Archibold, who lived during the time of Santos Zelaya, 
talked of territories with diff erent leaders. He came to 
register lands in the civil register in Bluefi elds saying that 
he was the Mayangna governor. He reigned all the way 
to Bocay, this was his sector, a big territory which is now 
Bosawás. Now when the Miskitos are governing in the 
Northern Atlantic, in the south the Creoles, Bosawás is 
under Mayangna government. Now we are talking of sys-
tematised powers. Th is is a revindication.”

4.2. Communal lands 

“Prior to the activities of the TNC, there was not much 
talk of the environment. It rose recently, like the problem 
of the formation of territories. I would say that earlier 
our síndicos always talked about territory. Since the Har-
rison-Altamirano treaty in 1905, our síndicos were im-
mersed in those problems. Th is is not new, they always 
talked about the titling of territories, but in other terms. 
It is like the environment. It is not something new, but 
they only come around changing the terms. Th e titling of 
lands rose as a common concept from 1905 onwards. But 
the weakness was that the earlier síndicos had no docu-
ments, they were only talking and claiming orally. People 
did not have much confi dence in that. In the times of So-
moza, there was neither any interest in listening to those 
claims.” Miskitu communal leader, Musawás, December 
2002.

Communal land ownership was not a part of the 
original indigenous territorial conceptions, which 
were centred on the plots of land for family use and 
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on land as Yapti Tasba (Mother Earth) (Hale 1992: 
5). Communal lands as a concept and practice date 
back to 1905 in the Harrison-Altamirano treaty. In 
exchange for Britain ceding all its rights over the 
Moskito protectorate, Nicaragua promised to re-
spect the territorial rights of the indigenous people 
through the titling of communal lands. Prior to this 
treaty, the Indians’ territorial conceptions and land 
claims were centred on the one hand on the Moski-
tia territory, and on the other hand on plots of agri-
cultural land for family use. After the titling of the 
communal lands by the Land Titling Commission 
established through the treaty, the land claims start-
ed to take the form of communal land claims (Hale 
1992: 8). Th e claiming in the form of communal 
lands was largely a result of the encouragement of 
Moravian missionaries, who urged the communities 
to claim land in this form so as to secure larger land 
rights. 

Between 1915 and 1925, around 30 communi-
ties managed to receive communal titles through 
this treaty, the titles covering a total of around 70 
000 hectares (Hale et al. 1998: 83). Th e titles were 
each between 100 and 3000 hectares in extension 
(UNDP 2005: 45). Th e communal lots were given 
on the basis of eight manzanas per family, or two 
manzanas more if the family had more than four 
members (Howard 1993: 2). Th ese communal ti-
tles, or títulos reales, are highly valued by the com-
munities, and the presence of land confl icts with 
outsiders is often explained as a result of the lack of 
a título real. Th e extent of land areas in the titles is 
usually only a small part of the lands the communi-
ties use and claim and the importance of these titles 
is more symbolic than real. Th e communal territo-
rial conception was fi rst only limited to the lands 
covered by the Harrison-Altamirano treaty (which 
awarded eight hectares per family), but further on it 
was expanded to include all the lands that the com-
munity used.  

Th e indigenous land use has been (and still is 
in most places) extensive and communal. Th e com-
munal lands are not seen as only the land the com-
munity has legislative rights to, but as the whole 
area it uses for agriculture, hunting, collection, for-
estry, fi shing needs, as well as the historical or sa-
cred places. Th e indigenous communal claims also 
include subsoil resources and water resources, which 
according to the territorial conception of the state 
are national property. According to the indigenous 
territorial conception, the communal territory is 
not a permanent spatially bounded area to which 
a certain community has the exclusive usufruct 

rights. Th e communal boundaries are rather seen as 
fl exible, expanding and contracting in response to 
changes in livelihood circumstances and economic 
and social needs. In cases of confl ict between two 
communities, an area of common land use can be 
designated. In the communal system there is a sys-
tem of individual usufruct, allowing the individuals 
to use the same plot year after year.  Th e community 
respects these individual usufruct rights but does not 
allow this right to be abused, neither can one sell or 
rent these individual plots.  Th is usufruct right is ac-
quired both through inheritance and through com-
munity agreement. It can also be transferred from 
one family to another.  

Anthropologist Th eodore Macdonald testifi ed 
in November 2000 in the International Human 
Rights Court in San Jose in the case Awas Tingni 
(see chapter 7.2.3). Based on my fi eldnotes from his 
testimony, he states that the indigenous territorial 
conceptions concerning boundaries between diff er-
ent territories are the most exact in the areas close to 
the rivers. Th ese parts of the territories are known by 
practically all community members because of their 
strategic importance for transport. Th e areas further 
away from the rivers, especially those furthest away, 
where the resources are only infrequently used, are 
less well known and the borders between diff erent 
territories are less clear. Th e community members 
have strong ties with the surroundings. Among the 
sacred places in the indigenous landscape are the 
cemeteries, which are often visited by members of 
the community when they go hunting.  Th e hills 
and mountains are a very important part of the ter-
ritory or landscape.  Th ey are also sacred places in 
the landscape, because the spirits of the mountain 
reside there, and control the hunting throughout 
that region. Hunting is partly a spiritual act, estab-
lishing links with the territory that the group uses. 

Th e concept of community lands does not apply 
to the systems of work. Every family has its own 
plots of agricultural land to which they have exclu-
sive usufruct rights. In a study by Stocks (1998) in 
the territory of Mayangna Sauni As in Bosawás, 5% 
of the territory was under agricultural production 
(around 2.66 hectares per person). Th is sum includ-
ed fallow lands (71%) and lands in current produc-
tion (29%). In the need of more agricultural land, 
a community member has the right to choose new 
plots anywhere in the zone of agricultural use. If a 
family leaves the community and does not use the 
plots for several years, the usufruct rights to these 
plots are transferred back to the community for oth-
er members’ use. However, apart from the private 
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land use, there are also agricultural plots which are 
worked communally for the benefi t of the church, 
school, pastor or nurse, and communal chores of 
constructing roads, maintaining the church and 
the school, and clearing the community and terri-
torial boundaries (carriles). A traditional system of 
reciprocal labour sharing is also used (pana pana or 
biribiri), but during the war in the 1980s, it was 
terminated in many places. However, in remote ar-
eas it is more frequently used. For example in a case 
study carried through in the territory of Mayangna 
Sauni As in Bosawás (Stocks 1994), the system was 
calculated to be used by 89% of the families. 

Th e communal titles on the Atlantic Coast have 
not been seen as a legal instrument but as a sym-
bol that legitimates the customary law according to 
which property is seen as a broader concept, based on 
the traditional usufruct instead of on written docu-
mentation (Hale et al. 1998). Th e formal land title 
document acquires its importance not because of its 
formal character, but because it validates an existing 
legal principle based on the Autonomy Statute and 
the Constitution, and on the earlier historical stag-
es of the Atlantic Coast. Th e commercial status of 
communal land is complicated. On the one hand, 
the usufruct rights are by law considered inalien-
able. Th e communal lands are protected by articles 
5, 89, 91 and 180 of the Constitution of Nicaragua, 
as well as articles 11 and 36 of the Autonomy Law, 
which also emphasise that the rights to the exploita-
tion of natural resources on these lands belong to 
the community members. Th ese articles also protect 
the indigenous communities’ lands which are under 
no title, provided these lands are traditionally used. 
On the other hand, the values imposed by market 
forces have penetrated the local consciousness in 
such a way that there are community members who 
prefer to sell part of the community heritage (Hale 

et al. 1998). Th e principle of inalienability of the in-
digenous lands established through the Autonomy 
Statute is crucial for the future of the communities, 
but it is not an unquestionable principle in the local 
peoples’ socio-spatial consciousness. 

Th e communal territorial rights have diff erent 
meanings for the diff erent actors. Th e state sees 
the communal rights as pertaining only to the area 
described in the communal land title, whereas the 
communities do not see their land rights limited to 
the geographical limits of the titles. Th e importance 
of these titles lies more in representing a symbolic 
legitimation of the communities’ territorial rights, 
which are seen to include all areas historically used 
by the community. Th e state’s defi nition of the 
boundaries of the communal lands awarded through 
the Land Titling Commission in 1905 is also sub-
ject to varying interpretations, as the boundaries in 
the communal titles are rarely more than a descrip-
tion of landmarks found in the landscape during the 
time the title was issued. Th e use of geographical 
coordinates has only become common in the 1990s 
and after this time no communal land titles were 
issued until May 2005 (chapter 4.6).

4.3. Private lands and state lands

In Nicaragua, lands which are not formally owned 
or under perceivable use are considered national 
lands or state lands. In the countries formerly under 
the Spanish Crown, the so called national lands or 
idle lands (tierras baldías) have traditionally consti-
tuted a special sort of state property destined to the 
colonisation of landless campesinos or to the grant-
ing of concessions of exploitation of the natural re-
sources. According to both the Nicaraguan Consti-
tution and article 102 of the Constitutional reform 
of 1995, the lands, forests and waters not legally 
acquired, belong to the state. As the state has had 
very little institutional power to regulate land use or 
exert control over the state land in most parts of the 
country, the state lands are seen as open access com-
mons or as empty, non-state space, free for anyone 
to colonise, use and claim ownership over. As long 
as Nicaraguan society does not change mentality re-
garding the territorial rights of the Atlantic Coast 
peoples, laws protecting the territorial rights of the 
indigenous people will not be suffi  cient to guaran-
tee the eff ective protection of the property rights of 
these peoples. 

Th e Somoza regime (1935-1979) brought many 
socioeconomic changes to the Coast, which had un-

Figure 7. Pana pana in the community of Sikilta.
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til then been marginalised from the rest of Nicara-
gua. During the Somoza era, the Coast continued 
isolated and marginalised as an economic hinter-
land under the control of U.S. companies, such 
as the Bragman’s Bluff  Lumber Company and the 
Standard Fruit (Jenkins 1986). However, the So-
moza era was also associated with modernisation 
processes, such as the introduction of infrastructure 
to the Coast and the encouragement of settling of 
the Coast (Hale et al. 1998: 27). Land settlement 
was encouraged under the perception that the land 
there was idle, and with the goal of forming large 
latifundios in what was considered national land. 
Other internal migratory processes also took place 
during this time, such as the ceding of Nicaraguan 
territory north of the Coco River to Honduras in 
1960 under the decision of the Court of Th e Hague 
(Hale et al. 1998: 27). Th e communities north of 
the river (around 5000 people) were relocated in the 
north-eastern prairies of the RAAN (Jenkins 1986: 
291), forming the new community of Santa Marta, 
which has had non-violent disputes with the com-
munities of the multi-communal bloc of the Diez 
Comunidades and with the communities of Awas 
Tingni and Auhya Pihni since then. 

Another project of internal colonisation was 
that of the IAN (Instituto Agrario Nacional) in the 
early 1970s, which formed the four communities of 
Tasba Raya (new lands) in the present municipality 
of Waspám (Hale et al. 1998: 30). Th is project was 
carried out in order to alleviate the problems of the 
lack of land in the Coco River communities due to 
the decision of Th e Hague and the project aff ected 
1500 people. Between 1964 and 1973, the IAN is-
sued lands to a total of some 16000 families, of a 
quantity of around 1 500 000 manzanas (1 mz = 0.7 
ha) in the departments of Nueva Segovia, Jinotega, 
Matagalpa, Chontales, Río San Juan and Zelaya, or 
the present RAAN and RAAS (UNDP 2005: 48). 
In this last department, the IAN had issued around 
750 000 manzanas (480 000 hectares) to some 8000 
families (Vilas 1990: 150).

After the IAN, formal communal, private and 
cooperative land titles have been given by the MID-
INRA and INRA (Instituto Nacional de Reforma 
Agraria) institutions in the 1980s and the land ti-
tling institution OTR (Ofi cina de Titulación Ru-
ral), established in 1990. According to Williamson 
(1997) and Hale et al. (1998: 83), the titles issued 
to indigenous communities through the IAN during 
the Somoza regime amounted to a total of around 
76 000 hectares, whereas those issued during the 
Sandinista regime (through the MIDINRA and 

INRA) amounted to around 107 000 hectares. Th e 
lands belonging to the indigenous people have how-
ever also at diff erent times been given to, or taken 
under the control by, agricultural settlers, ex-com-
batants, forestry companies, agricultural projects 
and megaprojects. Among these can be mentioned 
the World Bank fi nanced construction of the “Dry 
Canal”, an inter-oceanic railroad between the Car-
ibbean and Pacifi c coasts with associated deep-wa-
ter ports and free-trade zones. Th is project has been 
met with much local resistance, especially from the 
Rama Indians in the RAAS, because the port would 
be constructed on lands claimed by them in Mon-
key Point. 

As Haugerud (1989: 62) states, lands rights fall 
into several categories, like those of rights of use, 
rights of transfer and rights of preservation, which 
complicates land issues because the diff erent cat-
egories often overlap and compete. On the Atlan-
tic Coast there are various diff erent forms of land 
tenure; formally legalised (titled), provisionally legal 
properties (e.g. so called “constancias”, which have 
no legal backing), and judicially informal proper-
ties, which have been established through tradition, 
long periods of use, or common decision. 

Although a large part of the lands is under no 
legal title, the rural population in Nicaragua have a 
concept of land ownership and rights through the 
possession of a plot during a long time, even with-
out the existence of any documentation. After one 
year of peaceful possession, a “título supletorio” or 
suppletory title can be issued by a local lawyer, and 
after ten years of peaceful possession a land title can 
be acquired through prescription (something that 
happens on the Coast, although the indigenous 
lands are by law imprescriptible). Landless settlers 
and squatters having occupied a plot during three 
years are entitled to land through the Agrarian Re-
form. To be recognised as a land owner, it is often 
enough to delimit an area for one’s own use and 
work it by “improving” it, i.e. clearing it of trees. 
A common Nicaraguan conception of land owner-
ship is that only land under “effi  cient” use can be 
claimed, which in the practice means land under 
agriculture or ranching use. Th ese deforested plots 
are called mejoras (improvements) and have tradi-
tionally been a way of claiming land and of being 
eligible for agricultural credits. As Nygren (2004b) 
states, this system of conceptualising property rights 
in terms of usufruct through clearing the vegeta-
tion, has caused a large informal land market and 
accompanying land speculation, where the value of 
the land is valued on the amount of land cleared. 
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Th e system also accentuates the relevancy of de facto 
land rights over de jure property rights. Unfortu-
nately there had been no mechanism allowing of-
fi cials of the land titling institutions (the INRA and 
subsequently OTR) to check whether applications 
for suppletory titles produced confl icting claims 
with either existing communal land titles or claims 
to untitled lands within these. 

Th e OTR has local offi  ces, but with very limited 
budgets. Because of the diffi  culties in registering 
property, most of the properties are not formally le-
gally valid. According to the third national agricul-
tural and livestock census (CENAGRO 2001) from 
2002, a quarter of the lands in the country have no 
legal validity. Of the 8 935 020 manzanas of exploit-
ed lands, 58.2% are legally valid, 28.4% have no 
property title, 6.4% are of mixed tenure, and 4.5% 
are under some other form of tenure. During the 
decade of the 1990s, no indigenous communal ti-
tles were granted through the OTR, because it was 
not clear from a legal view if OTR could title in-
digenous communal lands or not. Th e problem is 
not that the legal context in itself was insuffi  cient 
for protecting the rights, as the Constitution already 
since 1987 established that a special law for regulat-
ing the indigenous lands had to be created. 

Th e distinction between communal and private 
land tenure is complicated because the communal 
titles, cooperative and individual titles issued be-
tween 1963 and 1979 were issued by IAN, while 
those between 1981 and 1989 were issued by MID-
INRA and INRA, and these titles are sometimes 
overlapping. Some individual titles were granted by 
munipical offi  ces, some were issued as notary titles 
by the state and furthermore, there are a few titles 
which predate all the above, some issued by the Mis-
kitu Kings before the reincorporation of the region 
into the Nicaraguan state in 1894 (Roldán Ortega 
1996). 

Th e public registries in general are ineffi  cient 
and slow, with high transaction costs, and are not 
up to date. Th e processes of cadastre are also very 
limited. Only a few land titles on the Atlantic Coast 
are registered in the public property register in Blue-
fi elds in the Southern Atlantic Autonomous Region. 
Th ere is no register in the RAAN, and very few land 
owners have the means to go to Bluefi elds to register 
their property. It is also fairly costly to register prop-
erty. Th e register in Bluefi elds is deteriorated due to 
fi nancial limitations and part of the register was de-
stroyed by hurricane Joan in 1988. Th e register does 
neither have any cadastral information which would 
locate the exact borders of the properties. Financial 

limitations to the titling of state lands and the in-
demnifi cation of confi scated property furthermore 
hinder the processes of land titling and registration. 

Th e land titling agency OTR has local offi  ces, 
but with very limited budgets. Another institutional 
problem is that in many cases various titles or con-
cession rights have been issued for the same plot of 
land. Many plots are at the same time claimed by 
several diff erent actors, such as demobilised fi ght-
ers of diff erent groups, indigenous communities, 
mestizo peasants, forestry companies, local and gov-
ernment loggers. Th e OTR has the responsibility to 
issue titles, but especially during the fi rst decade of 
the autonomous governments, there were represent-
atives of the autonomous government who issued 
titles in the form of “constancias” without any sorts 
of technical criteria. Th ere are many cases of various 
people claiming multiple titles to the same plot of 
land under diff erent modalities of ownership such 
as legal titles, provisional titles, bills of sale or the 
right of occupancy. SERENA, the current demarca-
tion offi  ce of the RAAN government, has serious 
problems trying to sort out these confl icts. Th e au-
tonomous government does not have any mandate 
to extend titles, but at least during the former ad-
ministration of Alba Rivera (1998-2002), there was 
a functionary who was known to extend titles as if 
he were a land titling commissioner. Discrepancies 
between diff erent authorities can also be seen in that 
there have been many cases where both the central 
and the regional governments have issued titles 
without taking the municipal governments, who ac-
cording to law should also be notifi ed and involved, 
into consideration. 

Th e inadequate attention that the state has given 
to indigenous territorial rights is largely due to the 
state’s fear of autonomous demands leading to seces-
sion and the loss of state control over its sovereign 
territory. Indigenous territorial claims cover large 
maritime and land areas formally belonging to the 
Nicaraguan State. Th ese are also areas where a large 
part of the country’s richest (or remaining) natural 
resources are located. Th e Nicaraguan government 
does not either trust costeños to manage natural re-
sources eff ectively. Th e lack of importance given by 
the state to the protection of indigenous land rights 
can be seen in how the institutions responsible for 
the protection of these rights have been transformed 
from being a Ministry of the state (Midinra in the 
1980s), to an institution (INRA, 1990-2000), and 
fi nally to a simple offi  ce (OTR), dependent on the 
Superintendency of Property (Acosta 2003: 38). 

Th e present Government of Bolaños plans re-
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garding land tenure include (National Development 
Plan Proposal 2004):
1.  Reforms to the legal and institutional 

framework, such as the strengthening of the 
Intendency of Property to coordinate with 
cadastre and registries to propose policy and 
defi ne forms of access.

2.  Modernisation of the system of cadastre and 
registry (also for the Atlantic Coast)

3.  Th e demarcation of  indigenous communities.
4.  A commitment to carry through the National 

Programme for Regularisation of Properties
5.  Th e strengthening of the processes of 

municipal cadastre
6.  Th e strengthening of the effi  ciency of the 

systems of arbitration
7.  Th e development of property markets.

Th e National Development Plan has however 
created uneasiness on the Coast because of its em-
phasis on the development of specifi c industrial and 
marketing clusters that do not pay attention to the 
special rural context of the Coast and might have 
unbenefi cial eff ects on the property rights of the 
communities. 

4.4. Agrarian Reforms and cooperative 
lands

Th e state has approached the question of indige-
nous lands of the autonomous regions according to 
the same agrarian criteria applied to mestizo lands 
through the land reform laws. Th e state has misun-
derstood the concept of indigenous lands, because 
it has considered it through its agrarian reforms 
‘grants’ lands to the indigenous peoples although it 
is only a question of recognising the indigenous land 
rights based on historical occupancy. Th e Agrarian 
Reform is an institution specifi cally designed for the 
peasantry and not tranferrable to the indigenous 
lands. Th e Agrarian Reform has typically granted 
titles of 50 manzanas per family for land to be used 
for agriculture and cattle husbandry. However, ac-
cording to an NGO-representative I interviewed 
in November 2002, in applying this policy to the 
indigenous peoples, the Agrarian Reform does not 
recognise the concept of communal lands and in-
digenous territories, and neither the fact that the 
lands on the Atlantic Coast are not of agricultural 
vocation, but are rather apt for silviculture. 

In 1963, the fi rst Agrarian Reform Law (De-
cree 797) was enacted under the National Agrarian 

Institute IAN. It had as its primary objective the 
‘social and economic reform of the Nicaraguan agri-
culture through a fundamental modifi cation of the 
land tenancy and of the judicial structures and sys-
tems of exploitation’ (Roldán Ortega 1996). Roldán 
Ortega states that this was to be done through the 
‘transformation of the indigenous communities into 
cooperatives of production’. Th e rights of the com-
munities were limited to usufruct rights and did 
not to support the indigenous territorial rights. Th e 
lands aff ected by this reform were those classifi ed as 
national or idle land (terrenos baldíos), not destined 
to public use or without any titles of ownership. Ac-
cording to Roldán Ortega, the most evident eff ect 
of the reform was that third parties got the possibil-
ity to legalise their occupation of lands belonging to 
indigenous communities. Land was given mainly to 
agricultural cooperatives, and the indigenous com-
munities were also supposed to be converted into co-
operatives. Th e non-indigenous occupants of these 
lands could through purchase or legal justifi cation 
of the occupancy, acquire titles and become part-
ners in the indigenous cooperatives. Roldán Ortega 
also states that the indigenous communities did not 
however disintegrate through the agrarian reform as 
it was thought, to become merely cooperatives. On 
the other hand, even though the indigenous laws 
prohibited the taxing of communal lands, the non-
indigenous occupants gained power through the 
agrarian reform, because the banks accepted their 
titles of leasing as a guarantee for loans, and in this 
way the indigenous communities lost land that was 
legally non-transferrable. 

Th rough the 1963 reform, around 16 000 mes-
tizo families were allotted a total of 1.5 million 
manzanas in Nicaragua between 1964 and 1973 
(UNDP 2005: 48). Over half of the titles were 
emitted in so called idle lands of the departments 
of Chontales, Río San Juan and Zelaya (the present 
RAAN and RAAS) (Vilas 1990: 143). In the areas 
of the present RAAN territory, the titles were emit-
ted mostly around Siuna as well as around Rosita 
and Bonanza. Th rough the 1963 reform, 28 indig-
enous communities received title deeds to 62 500 
hectares (Inter-American Court 2001: 45). In 1960, 
through the treaty of Th e Hague, some communi-
ties north of the Coco River (which was declared 
Honduran territory) moved to new areas south of 
the Nicaraguan side of the border and received land 
title deeds. Between 1974 and 1976, the IAN issued 
titles of around 36 000 hectares to 26 indigenous 
communities in the municipalities of Waspám and 
Puerto Cabezas in order to calm down the indig-
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enous resistance against  the North-Eastern Forestry 
Project (PFNE) carried through by the INFONAC, 
the predecessor to IRENA and MARENA (Vilas 
1990: 137).

As Roldán Ortega (2000) notes, between the 
1950s and the 1970s the Somoza government in-
tended to assimilate and integrate the indigenous 
lands into the economic, cultural and social life of 
the Pacifi c. During this time, there were no advanc-
es in the territorial legalisation of indigenous lands. 
Th e few titles awarded to communities along the 
Coco River were not a sign of state recognition of 
indigenous territorial rights, but were rather a way 
of calming down the protests against state projects 
such as the forestry programme Proyecto Forestal 
del Noroeste. Th e view of the Somoza government 
concerning the Atlantic Coast can be seen in the 
well-known words of the state leader in 1975: “I 
will not rest until I see the Atlantic Coast integrally 
incorporated into the economic, social and cultural 
life of my country” (Hale et al. 1998: 28).

After the Sandinistas came to power, a new Land 
Reform law was issued in 1981 under the MIDIN-
RA (Roldán Ortega 2000: 216-217). Th is law did 
not substantially change the IAN goals of convert-
ing the indigenous communities into cooperatives 
and donating land to small-scale farmers (Hale et 
al. 1998). Roldán Ortega (2000: 216) states that 
the aims of the law were to “guarantee the property 
of land to those who work it productively and ef-
fi ciently”. Th e concept of effi  cient exploitation was 
not clearly defi ned, but the lands to be aff ected by 
the reform were declared as those “defi ciently ex-
ploited… leased or transferred through any other 
modality…not worked directly by its owners…or 
abandoned properties”. Article 30 of the law directly 
adressed the indigenous people; “the State can dis-
pose of the necessary amount of lands for the Mis-
kito, Sumo and Rama communities to work them 
individually or collectively and to receive the bene-
fi ts of the exploitation of natural resources, with the 
objective that the people be able to improve their 
living conditions and contribute to the social and 
economic development of the Nicaraguan nation” 
(Roldán Ortega 2000: 217). Th rough this law, the 
indigenous communities were again intended to be 
converted into cooperatives. Th e rights of the com-
munities were limited to usufruct rights and did 
not come to revindicate the indigenous territorial 
rights. Th e exact area titled through the reform was 
not recorded in the Real-Estate Record Offi  ce. An 
amendment to the law in 1986 opened the possibil-
ity of legalising lands in favour of the indigenous 

communities. According to Williamson (1997) and 
Hale et al. (1998: 83), during the years of the Sandi-
nista government (1981-1990), titles were issued to 
indigenous communities in a total of around 107 
000 hectares. However the large part of the land ti-
tles issued through the reform was given to ex-com-
batants of the RN (Resistencia Nacional). Th is led 
many non-combatants to adopt an ex-combatant 
identity in order to get access to land. Appeals to 
wartime identities are still used as a strategy to jus-
tify land claims (Abu-Lughod 2000). 

Th e actions of the Sandinista government to-
ward certain recognition of indigenous territorial 
rights were concretised in the Declaration of Princi-
ples (Declaración de Principios 1981). Th e fi fth ar-
ticle states that “Th e Popular Sandinista Revolution 
guarantees and legalises through the awarding of ti-
tles, the property of lands where the communities of 
the Atlantic Coast have historically lived, either in 
the communal or cooperative form”, and the sixth 
(albeit in a paternalistic form) “the natural resources 
of our territory are the property of the Nicaraguan 
people, represented by the Revolutionary State, who 
is the only one capable of establishing its rational 
and effi  cient exploitation, recognising the rights of 
the indigenous communities to receive a quota of 
the benefi ts derived from the exploitation of forest 
resources” (Declaración de Principios 1981, author’s 
translation). 

Th e titles issued through the land reforms do 
not carry the same symbolical weight as the titles 
issued by the Land Titling Commission estab-
lished through the Harrison-Altamirano treaty 
(Hale 1992). As Hale states, this is partly due to 
the conceptions tied to the institutions that issued 
these titles. Th e IAN, MIDINRA and INRA are 
seen by the Indians to have repressed the indige-
nous peoples and favoured the mestizo settlers or 
“ispail nani” (Spaniards) from the Pacifi c part of 
Nicaragua. Th e Land Titling Commission on the 
other hand was seen as a political alliance between 
the British Crown and the Miskitus. Th ese titles are 
seen to symbolically validate the territorial claims 
by establishing a link between the present claims 
and the historical Miskitu dominion of the Moskito 
territory under British indirect rule in the colonial 
era. Th e titles appeal to a strong collective memory 
and to the communal political-territorial imaginary. 
Th e importance of the titles was by many of my 
interviewees highlighted by comparing them with 
a birth certifi cate – by having a certifi cate you ex-
ist and can claim your rights. Th e títulos reales are 
also more signifi cant and valued by the communi-
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ties because after the Land Titling Commission, no 
proceedings of any other titling agency were of as 
much use for the indigenous communities until the 
passing of the new land law in 2003, because the 
other titling agencies were oriented towards mestizo 
land tenure patterns.

4.5. Indigenous and mestizo conceptions 
of territory and landscape 

Th e indigenous people do not partake in the mes-
tizo spatial conception of private and state lands 
on the Atlantic Coast. Th e lands not under formal 
ownership are by them seen as belonging to the in-
digenous communities through ancestral right, and 
the common concept on the Atlantic Coast is that 
there are no state lands. Th e indigenous people do 
not have a concept of private land ownership and do 
not colonise lands in the way the mestizos do, or use 
the land intensively as the mestizos, but rather use 
them in an extensive way for diff erent traditional 
purposes. A big part of the agricultural lands are also 
under fallow, and seen by the mestizos to be under 
unproductive use. Th e communal land is by the in-
digenous people seen as the heritage given to them 
by their ancestors, and they feel strongly attached 
to this ancestral domain. When it comes to terri-
torial identity and attachment, the recently settled 
mestizos do not have the same attachment to the 
territory as the Indians, for whom it is their home-
land. Th e recently settled mestizos are generally just 
in the need of land and are ready to move to other 
areas if they are given land elsewhere (this is not the 
case with the mestizos that moved to the region al-
ready in earlier decades). Th e struggle for the more 
recent settlers is not a struggle for an attachment to 
place or territory, but a struggle for access to land in 
general. Th ese diff erent conceptions have led to the 
colonisation of indigenous lands by mestizos, who 
consider the indigenous lands as state lands.

In the indigenous conception land has two dis-
tinct values; the fi rst is land as a use value in the 
everyday survival of the family or community 
(Hale et al. 1998: 32). In the pre-colonial territorial 
conceptions, land rights were not looked upon as 
rights of ownership, but as rights of use. As Saltman 
(2002: 160) expresses, generally before the seden-
tarisation of nomadic tribes, there has been no con-
cept of land as belonging specifi cally to a defi ned 
group. In nomadic societies land in itself has no 
intricate value. It contains valuable resources, but 

the space in itself is not necessarily a commodity 
owned by anyone. It is perceived as territory that 
belongs to society at large, not as ‘land’ belonging 
to a specifi c group. However, under the conditions 
of cultivation, the concept of land ownership be-
comes a real one. When the Indians on the Coast 
met the fi rst colonialists, they gave them permission 
to use lands near the indigenous settlements. Th e 
colonialists regarded these land rights as rights of 
ownership, whereas the Indians considered they had 
only given the colonialists the permission and rights 
to land use (Cronon 1983: 67). As I see it through 
my fi eldwork, the same thing happened when in re-
cent decades the fi rst settlers settled on indigenous 
lands for example in the present Bosawás Biosphere 
reserve. Th e Indians allowed the mestizos to settle 
because they thought there were enough resources 
for everyone to use, but they regarded the settlers as 
having only use rights and not property rights to the 
land, whereas the settlers considered they acquired 
property rights.

In the second conception of land, which is land 
as “Yapti Tasba”, the land is regarded as the mother 
who conceives, gives life and permits the growth of 
the ethnic identity (Hale et al. 1998: 32). Th e Indi-
ans consider the land as an inalienable good, and a 
part of the nature that sustains them. A Mayangna 
community member in Sikilta expresses the no-
tion of territory in October 2002 comparing it to 
a wife:
“…of course it’s important, because it [territory] is our 
wife, yes our wife. Because, without territory, we have 
nothing. We cannot live, we will go like birds, but as 
we have land, we can live a little longer. Yes? You under-
stand?”

When talking about land or territory in Miskitu 
and Mayangna, the term tasba is generally used. Th e 
term literally means land, but has especially after 
the war in the 1980s acquired a more symbolic and 
political meaning. During the war, the indigenous 
leaders used the term symbolically to legitimate the 
war against the “Spanish” usurpers of land, who did 
not approve the indigenous communal land use 
system, but wanted to put the land into coopera-
tive and private ownership (Hale et al. 1998: 32). 
Infl uenced by the international indigenous rights’ 
discourses, the word Yapti, mother, was incorpo-
rated to the term to further legitimate the struggle 
of defending a way of life and thinking considered 
as “pure” and essentially indigenous. Th e use of this 
term further strengthened the indigenous peoples’ 
possibilities of fi nding international allies during 
this decade of proliferation of indigenous discourses 
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and representations of ‘ecologically noble savages’ 
(Conklin & Graham 1995, Ellingson 2001). Th e 
term Yapti Tasba, or Mother Earth, is nowadays seen 
as a political concept, used by the radical Indianist 
groups like the Elders’ Council, who use the term 
both to strengthen the opposition between costeños 
and ispails (Spaniards), and to appeal to a sacred his-
torical memory, be it realistically founded or imagi-
nary. Th us the term tasba also means territory, and 
not only land in the physical sense. 

Th e cultural diff erences are clearly seen in the 
way the territory or landscape is represented. For 
the Indians, nature is seen as a complex entity of 
which land, resources and the human form a part. 
For the recently settled mestizos nature is more im-
portant as a medium of production, and the for-
ests are still-not-used resources, which the human 
should dominate and use. Th e Mayangnas I talked 
with frequently compared the mestizos to zompo-
pos, ants, saying that they just work and destroy 
everything in their way. Th is view of the mestizos 
both causes and is caused by the ideology of land 
‘improvement’ through the system of mejoras de-
scribed earlier. Th e territorial representations of the 
mestizos particularly concern the land as a place 
of work, either present or future. Migrants have at 
least in earlier decades been seen as promoting de-
velopment based on technological modernisation 
and integration into the market. Primary forest has 
traditionally been seen as an impediment to devel-
opment, and the land acquiring the highest value is 
that which has been turned into pasture. Th is view 
is nevertheless changing since the past few years as 
environmental discourses highlighting the impor-
tance of the forest have been internalised also by 
the settlers. Cattle husbandry is however still the 
aspiration of most of the campesinos and ownership 
of cattle represents development and success. Th is 
conception has also frequently been encouraged by 
state institutions, especially those providing credit 
or controlling land policy. Th e conversion of prima-
ry forest into agricultural land or pasture (a mejora), 
has earlier been required for being granted a loan, 
and is seen as a practical sign of land ownership. 

Th e indigenous people are traditionally repre-
sented by state offi  cials and mestizo settlers as lazy 
and primitive, because they do not ‘improve’ their 
land to the same extent as the mestizos. Th is con-
ception has also to certain extent become common 
among the indigenous people, who while on the 
one hand represent the mestizos as encroachers and 
forest destroyers to outsiders, amongst themselves 
on the other hand often aspire the same ‘develop-

ment’ of the mestizos. It seems that the Indians, 
being used to represent themselves and to be repre-
sented by others as conservationists, often do not re-
alise that even small changes in their lifestyle might 
lead themselves to the same cycles of deforestation 
and degradation that occurs in mestizo communi-
ties. On the other hand, a Mayangna leader in the 
community of Sikilta told me that the concept of 
‘improving’ lands was common among the Indians 
in the 1960s and 1970s, but that in later times the 
indigenous people have become environmentally 
more conscious, and regard land under primary for-
est cover as the most valuable land.

Th e indigenous way of perceiving nature has 
partly contributed to preserving the forest in in-
digenous areas. Th is equilibrium can however only 
be maintained in the absence of outside infl uence, 
something not possible in these days. Th e Indians 
also have some unsustainable land use practices, but 
the limited extent of these has not endangered the 
existence of the forest. Th ere can, nevertheless, still 
be seen clear diff erences between the indigenous and 
mestizo landscapes. Although the territorial repre-
sentations are highly stereotypical and spur even 
more regionalism and confl icts, they do have a cer-
tain grain of truth. When travelling from the towns 
of Siuna or Rosita in the mines district, the frontier 
between denuded mestizo and forested Indian areas 
is very clear and abrupt. Satellite observations in-
dicate that in indigenous territories of Bosawás up 
to 98% of the land is covered by forest, whereas in 
colonised areas the forest cover is at the most 52% 
(Hurtado de Mendoza 2001: 36). 

According to Stocks (1998), indigenous lands 
in Bosawás are to 90% covered by primary forest, 
whereas in mestizo areas, 25% of the forest cover is 
lost within seven years of occupation. Th e forest or 
the montaña still is to the Indians an area of spirit-
ual powers and beings, causing respect and fear and 
the home of wild animals, where people venture to 
hunt at the most once a week. For the recently set-
tled mestizos, the forest mainly represents a poten-
tial future workplace. Th e forest is the same physical 
environment, but it constitutes diff erent landscapes 
for the diff erent groups. It carries diff erent symbolic 
meanings according to the values by which the peo-
ple defi ne themselves. As Greider and Garkowich 
(1994) illustrate, these symbolic meanings and defi -
nitions are socio-cultural phenomena, not physical 
phenomena, and they transform the physical land-
scapes into symbolic landscapes refl ecting the self-
defi nitions of the people through a special cultural 
fi lter of values and beliefs. 
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Diff erences in landscape perception are however 
not limited to Indians and mestizos, but can also be 
seen in how the indigenous people of the rainforest 
and those of more open and deforested landscapes 
in the RAAN perceive landscape. A Miskitu pastor 
originally from Krasa on the Coco River, but cur-
rently residing in Sikilta, stated in an interview in 
October 2002 that: “Here in the forest of Sikilta I 
feel trapped and bored, along the Coco River you 
could always mobilise yourself and you had free-
dom, but here you cannot go anywhere and the 
forest depresses you.” Th e Mayangnas I talked with 
were often of the opinion that the Miskitus from 
more deforested areas do not value the forest in the 
same way as the indigenous people in the rainforest 
areas, but rather are only interested in the forest as 
profi t. Th e territorial conceptions of Indians versus 
mestizos here presented are therefore only gener-
alisations, because diff erentiation exists within both 
groups.

4.6. Multicommunal territories 

“…so I think we have to advance in the positions of the 
defence of the territory, not only continue in one posi-
tion [of the Moskitia territory] even though this would 
be justifi ed, because it does not lead us anywhere and 
we are losing our territory through the agricultural fron-
tier and the invasion of the settlers. So I think we have 
to use another strategy, and the strategy that has been 
put forward is of the demarcation of territories accord-
ing to natural geographical areas where the communities 
have been living since ancient times. For example in the 
municipality of Waspám, there are the 25 communities 
identifi ed as the wangki raya who have their own habitat 
and a very natural interaction and communication in a 
clearly diff erentiated territory in cultural, economic and 
social terms. Th is is very diff erent from the communities 
of the prairies of the wangki [Coco river], all the zone of 
Tasba Raya, there are 22 communities with other char-
acteristics even though they are the same people…and 
there are coastal communities living from fi shing who 
have another mode of land use…so if we form all these 
territories, we will get to cover a unique territory for 
every indigenous group, and this will not contradict the 
essence of the claims of an indigenous people. Th e inter-
national organisms, the World Bank, the UN, the ILO, 
accept this strategy of demarcating according to territo-
ries because they talk of indigenous territories. But the 
other position [of the Moskitia territory] nobody really 
inside or outside of Nicaragua sees with sympathy even 
though it would be just.” (Indigenous leader, Bilwi, May 
2000).  

Th e interview excerpt cited above shows how 
international discourses on indigenous territorial 
rights have infl uenced the territorial claims on the 

Atlantic Coast. Th e earlier claims to the whole terri-
tory of the Moskitia have largely been replaced by so 
called multicommunal claims to smaller contiguous 
territories for a specifi c group of communities. As 
the excerpt shows, these multicommunal claims are 
generally based on some unifying ethnic, cultural or 
environmental criteria. Th e claiming of multicom-
munal territories is a phenomenon that started in 
the 1990s. Between 1990 and 2005, no indigenous 
communal titles were granted by the state on the 
Atlantic Coast. Th e problem was not that the legal 
context in itself had been insuffi  cient for protecting 
the rights, as the Constitution already since 1987 
established that a special law for regulating the in-
digenous lands has to be created. Although the Nic-
araguan state recognised the territorial rights of the 
Atlantic Coast indigenous population and the com-
munal nature of these lands to a considerable degree 
through the Autonomy Statute from 1987, along 
with the renewal of the Constitution in the same 
year, it took until the year 2003 for the state to pass 
a specifi c law on the regime of indigenous commu-
nal lands. In this law (Ley del régimen de propiedad 
comunal de los pueblos indígenas y comunidades étni-
cas de las Regiones Autónomas de la Costa Atlántica 
de Nicaragua y de los ríos Bocay, Coco e Indio y Maíz, 
or law 445), the measures to be taken to demarcate 
and title the communal or multi-communal lands 
were fi nally defi ned precisely. Th e law has still not 
up to this date been much put into practice due to 
lack of political will to fi nance the process. 

Th e claiming of land in the form of multi-com-
munal territories has risen primarily since the 1990s 
as a reaction to certain structural conditions at 
national and international levels. Th e infl uence of 
national and international NGOs and indigenous 
rights’ discourses were signifi cant in turning the 
multi-communal territorial conception into the 
dominating conception. With the aid of foreign do-
nors, indigenous communities have in recent years 
carried out socio-economic studies, demarcation 
and mapping of multi-communal territories and of 
the diff erent land use zones within them, and elabo-
rated land use plans on the basis of the traditional 
land use practices. Th e fi rst communities to claim 
multi-communal territories were the communities 
inside the Bosawás Biosphere Reserve (chapter 6). 
Many communities outside the Bosawás reserve 
have also started to claim multi-communal territo-
ries infl uenced by the work of the TNC (Th e Nature 
Conservancy) inside the reserve. Th e communities 
in these multicommunal territories often have a 
certain common identity based upon geographical, 
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ethnic, historical and other grounds, which distin-
guish them from other communities or territories. 
Th is common identity has however not earlier been 
geographically delimited, and although people have 
a notion of diff erence and belonging to a specifi c 
region or zone, it is diffi  cult to say where the borders 
between these groups should be drawn. As a Mis-
kitu leader puts it:
“…I have conceptualised like fi ve territories. Th e Mines 
district is one thing, the Río Coco another. Th e coast here 
another. And the llano another…the people from diff er-
ent areas of the Río Coco don’t get along, because they 
have two diff erent ways of life in the same river, there 
are these diff erences. Looking at these small diff erences, 
we indigenous people have divided the territory into like 
seventeen territories…we have not yet clearly determined 
the boundaries. Because we know, we say, the litoral norte 
is in that direction, litoral sur in that. But the question is, 
where exactly does the litoral norte start and where does 
the litoral sur start? Th is is what has to be defi ned, and it 
is not defi ned. Río Coco abajo, Río Coco arriba, Río Coco 
medio, Río Coco llano. What does llano [prairies] mean, 
until where does it extend? Is Tuapí llano or is it cocal, 
litoral norte or sur? As communities, they have to be de-
fi ned. So the studies which have been made until now are 
more like this, to the right, to the left, north or south, 
or towards the Río Coco etc. But really, the territorial 
concepts between the indigenous ones and the Western 
ones, which are more punctual, have so and so many de-
grees, are from that point to that; this is where we have to 
start. We have not yet found this language which could 
be understood by both, a middle way, it does not exist. 
And this is what should be defi ned.” 

In some cases, a group of communities forms a 
multi-communal block (bloque) to resist the domi-
nance of a certain community. In other cases, groups 
of communities form blocks on the basis of com-
mon ancestry or physical proximity.  An example of 
the forming of blocks on the basis of common an-
cestry is when a “mother” community forms a block 
together with its “daughter” communities, that is, 
communities which have been formed when fami-
lies from the mother community have moved away 
from the community and formed new communi-
ties. Th ese daughter communities often claim the 
same land as ancestral territory, leading the mother 
and daughter communities to unite forces in claim-
ing a common territory. In other cases, factors of 
common history and identity are important, such as 
in the case of communities of the Coco River (the 
“Wangki” Miskitu) which have had a historically 
tense relationship with the communities of the lit-
toral (the “Tawira” Miskitu) (Hale et al. 1998: 33). 
Ethnic factors are also important; for example groups 
of Mayangna communities or Miskitu communities 

are more likely to form blocks amongst themselves 
than to form inter-ethnic blocks although there are 
many inter-ethnic blocks too, such as the Kipla Sait 
Tasbaika territory inside Bosawás. Th e ethnic iden-
tity as an agglutinating factor is seen in areas with 
ethnic minorities, such as those of the Rama and 
Garífuna communities of the RAAS (Southern At-
lantic Region). 

Recently, the multi-communal territories are be-
ing formed for strategic concerns. Th e communi-
ties have realised that their claims toward the state 
can gain more strength if they unite. Th is way they 
can also claim more land as a group and thereby 
limit the availability of lands considered state lands. 
Th e revalorisation of the natural resources has also 
incentivated communities to form blocks in order 
to claim larger areas with more resources. An ex-
ample is the Wawashan bloc in the RAAS, where 
the Wawashan bloc wants to claim a large territory 
because of the resources found in the area. It is a 
region where the rivers are born, so the argument of 
the Wawashan leaders is that they want to preserve 
the region for the future, but there are also rich gold 
resources in the area and the leaders thus want to 
claim the largest area possible. Many of the multi-
communal territories, such as those in Bosawás, can 
however claim some common identity based on 
common ancestry or historical events.

Th e tendencies to claim multicommunal territo-
ries are grouped by Hale et al. (1998) in factors of 
two categories: the “existential” related to identity, 
cosmovision and tradition, and the “pragmatic” re-
lated to calculated answers to structural conditions, 
a principle by which the communities evaluate the 
importance of the economic and political situa-
tion, and which is related to the implementation 
of the Autonomy Law. Th e discourse based on the 
existentialist principle forms the ideological core of 
the indigenous movement, united with the concep-
tion of communal land (González Pérez 2001). As 
González-Pérez states, the existentialist principle is 
linked to the specifi c knowledge of a specifi c iden-
tity of being indigenous or costeños. Th e pragmatic 
principle is based on an essentialist recovery of the 
indigenous past in opposition to the rights of other 
ethnic communities regarding the access to land and 
natural resources. It is also associated with the vi-
sion of the Autonomy Regime as a process in which 
regional entities (communities, municipalities and 
regional governments) should receive transfers of re-
sponsibilities, fi nancial resources, and administrative 
attributes from the central government, including 
the rights to natural resources. Both categories show 
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the crucial aspects of indigenous discourse over the 
past twenty years. Th ere is a reference to communal 
rights as opposed to other forms of property associ-
ated with the history of internal colonialism and the 
need to demarcate and title communal land. On the 
other hand, there is also the proposal for extending 
indigenous rights over natural resources to all those 
areas which have been historically conceived by the 
state as “public land”. 

Although the multi-communal territories are of 
a recent construction in many cases, the claims the 
blocks of communities present, are presented as re-
lated to relationships between the population and 
the territory of a longer time and to the political and 
cultural identity which has existed since the times of 
the Moskitia territory. Th e leader of WAULA, the 
interterritorial organisation of the Bosawás territo-
ries, talks of the ancient territorial conception of the 
Mayangnas in an interview from October 2002:
“Th e territorial conception of the Mayangna has existed 
since old times. Th ere was a leader [of every mountain 
region] called Wawa asang, which had the connotation of 
provincial, departmental, something like that. Th ere was 
Uli asang, Pampa asang etc, all these terms, these were the 
territories and every territory had its leader. Th ere was an 
annual meeting, the asang lawana, where there were wed-
dings, resolution of confl icts and civil problems, resolu-
tion of norms etc. Now we have lost all this.”

According to the indigenous peoples, this iden-
tity and collective memory of land use is the real 
basis of the meaning of “traditional” in the claims to 
traditional territories, much more so than the proofs 
of continuous land use (Hale et al.1998). According 
to the indigenous peoples, this traditional occupa-
tion of the territory blocks the rights of the state to 
give concessions, land titles and other legal rights to 
land use to third parties. As I noted in an interview 
with a representative from the OTR, for many state 
representatives, collective memories and identities 
do not provide suffi  cient justifi cation for the titling 
of indigenous territories. Rather the state requires 
that a block of communities be able to prove that 
they have occupied the territory physically since an-
cestral times. Th e state claims that there are no legal 
means to title territories on the basis of collective 
memory and identity. 

Th e indigenous people have a “hybrid” concept 
of their communal and territorial rights, in that 
their claims encompass both the communal lands 
of a specifi c community, as well as multi-commu-
nal and regional territorial claims (Hale et al.1998: 
100). Th is hybrid character is profoundly infl uenced 
by external factors, something that can be seen both 

as a weakness and an assimilation of the culture by 
the dominant culture, and as a source of vitality and 
strength in demonstrating the capacity of transfor-
mation and adaptation to the prevailing regional, 
national and international contexts. According to 
an essentialist positioning, the strength of the indig-
enous claims lies in the pureness and unchangeable 
character of their culture, while in a constructivist 
position, the hybrid character indicates strength of 
adaptation and survival towards the external forces 
without losing the primordial elements of the in-
digenous identity. Hale et al. (1998) state that the 
most popular territorial concept among the indig-
enous peoples is that of a multiple position. Th is 
position I would call a historical-structural position 
in Larraín Ibañez’s (2001) words. Th is position at 
the same time supports the concept of the larger in-
digenous territory and at the same time insists on 
the communal rights, in this taking opportunity of 
all the legal and political opportunities that might 
turn up. Some groups prefer the concept of an ex-
clusive indigenous territory, claiming that the prin-
ciple of communal lands is a divisive colonial tactic, 
which has made the communities lose their territo-
rial identity (Hale et al. 1998). Others opt for the 
multiple strategy of supporting both claims without 
trying to solve the contradictions between them. 
What is common for both groups is that neither of 
them accepts the existence of state or national lands 
on the Coast. 

5. Regional confl icts 
over resources and 
representation

5.1. “Costeños” and “Ispails” and the 
fear of secession 

“We have a big problem and contradiction with the gov-
ernment of Nicaragua. Nicaragua has destroyed us and 
the laws and the convention that was made with the 
government of Nicaragua has not been complied with. 
We are talking of the treaty called the Convention of the 
Moskitia. As this treaty was not complied with, we have 
all the right to dissolve the treaty and this is what the 
Elder’s Council is doing. Th at is why presently this is a 
territory under indigenous sovereignty.” Elder’s Council 
leader, Bilwi.

Th e excerpt cited above highlights how the an-
cient Moskitia territory is still by many people seen 
as an area belonging to the indigenous people, and 
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how these people see the government of Nicaragua 
as having usurped these historical rights. Th e cen-
tral government has typically had an integrationist 
perspective to the Atlantic Coast and many politi-
cians and government employees see autonomy as 
a barrier to national unity. Already Somoza had 
manifested that he wanted to integrate the Atlantic 
Coast to the rest of the country, and his same words 
were used by Alemán when he rose to power in 
1997 (cited in Hale et al. 1998: 28): “I will not rest 
until I see the autonomous regions integrated into 
the social and cultural life and into the economy of 
the country”. Th ese words have according to Eliza-
beth Enríquez of YATAMA been converted into 
“destruction of the identity, culture and rights of 
our indigenous and ethnic communities” (El Nuevo 
Diario 5.1.2001). Th is view that the Coast should 
be integrated with the rest of the country is often 
manifested by Pacifi c coast nationals even in a sub-
conscious way, such as in an article on the Atlantic 
Coast in the newspaper La Prensa from 25.6.2001: 
“Th is is national territory, but the Miskitos continue 
to be an isolated population that speaks a diff erent 
language and conserves a diff erent culture”. 

Many on the Pacifi c side of Nicaragua see At-
lantic Coast autonomy as a threat of separatism and 
independence. Pacifi c Coast people also see the At-
lantic as a space of violence, danger, threats, drug 
traffi  cking and racial, sexual, religious and cultural 
stigmatisation. Th ere is a common perception that 
all the homicides on the Coast are, if not a result of 
drug-traffi  cking, a result of land confl icts. In a sur-
vey carried through for the Human Development 
Report (UNDP 2005), 35.1% of Pacifi c people per-
ceived the Atlantic as a region of drugs, illegality, 
assassinations and danger, while 7.7% associated it 
with autonomy, a hot climate, witchcraft and bad 
transporation systems. Th e rest mainly perceived 
the region as abounding in natural resources, beau-
tiful landscapes and exotic people and traditions. 
Th e costeños more commonly regarded the Coast as 
enriching the country through its natural resources, 
while the Pacifi c people more commonly regarded 
the Atlantic to be valuable in terms of cultural tradi-
tions. According to the survey, 63.6% of the costeños 
regarded that the region enriches the Nicaraguan 
society, whereas only 42% of the people from the 
Pacifi c were of this opinion. Of the people from the 
Pacifi c, 32.4% regarded that the Coast does not en-
rich the Nicaraguan society, and even 14.8% of the 
costeños were of the same opinion (UNDP 2005: 
100-101).

Th e Nicaraguan NGO IPADE did a survey for 

the UNDP 2005 report about ethnic and national 
identities on the Coast. IPADE had done similar 
surveys in 1987 and 2001, according to which 
57% versus 59% of the surveyed Coast population 
identifi ed themselves as much with the Nicaraguan 
national identity as with the Coast regional iden-
tity. In the survey carried through in 2004 (UNDP 
2005), 65% of the surveyed reported they felt as 
Nicaraguan as costeño. Comparing the results for the 
diff erent ethnic groups, the survey showed the fol-
lowing percentages for the ethnic identity:

In the survey carried through by IPADE in 2001 
(Ortega & Ortega Hegg 2001), the political opin-
ions showed the following: 73.9% of the surveyed 
had little or no confi dence in the political parties; 
equally 72.6% in the Central Government; 66.8% 
in the regional government and 62.8% in the mu-
nicipal governments. Th e work that the Central 
Government has done on the Coast was valued by 
68.8% as “negative”, and 41.9% thought that their 
necessities were “not all all” taken into considera-
tion by the Central Government. 

Th e group that is seen as the most secessionist 
and pro-independence on the Coast is the Elder’s 
Council. Th e council members openly voice their 
opinions on the integrative mentality of the state 
since the “reincorporation” of the Coast in 1894 up 
to this day, and put forth claims to increased au-
tonomy or independence based on the historical 
rights of the Moskitia. Th e Council takes part in 
many political and planning processes concerning 
the region, but has sometimes withdrawn from ne-
gotiations, such as the Commission on Territorial 
Demarcation from which they withdrew in 2001. 
Recently, the leaders have adopted a more coopera-
tive and negotiating and less ethnocentric stance. 
Th ey see independence as only one of many pos-
sibilities, and do not put this claim forward as vehe-
mently as earlier. 

In 1998, the Elder’s Council mounted its ninth 

Mestizo 
(in %)

Miskitu
(in %)

Mayangna
(in %)

Ethnic identity 
stronger than national 14.9 42.9 58.6 

National and ethnic 
identity equally strong 35.2 41.8 5.7

National identity 
stronger than ethnic 35.4 10.7 27.1

Cannot specify 14.4 4.5 8.6
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great assembly in Bilwi, with over 400 communi-
ties invited. As an act of indigenous autonomy, the 
council raised the fl ag of the Moskitia in the square 
of Bilwi. President Alemán ordered the fl ag to be 
lowered, an act that led to protests against the cen-
tral government. Th e lowering of the fl ag was seen 
as a violation of Miskitu rights. One interviewee 
told me that “it was as if someone had taken off  
your mother’s underwear, and because your mother 
is holy, it is a violation”. Th e tenth great assem-
bly of the Council was mounted in Bilwi in June, 
2004 (La Prensa 6.6.2004). Over 400 communities 
were invited, as well as dignitaries such as even the 
president of the Republic, Enrique Bolaños (who 
did not assist). Th e leaders of the council, Rodolfo 
Rivera Hill, Otis Lam and Nicodemo Serapio, sent 
a communiqué to the communitarian Moskitia na-
tion stating that “the objectives that inspire us are 
to reach our free self-determination, inspired in our 
historical rights, our character of owners and pro-
tectors of this territory, and in the international [in-
digenous rights] law”. Th e council emphasised (as 
they always do) the arbitral decision of the emperor 
of Austria from 1881, where the Moskitia govern-
ment was given the sole right to award concessions 
on the Atlantic Coast, that the Republic of Nicara-
gua was not allowed to regulate the commerce of the 
Miskitu Indians, nor collect import and export tax-
es from the Moskitia territory. Th e Elder’s Council 
further demanded the state to fi nally pay the annual 
profi ts from everything produced in the territory, 
which Zelaya in the treaty of Managua from 1860 
had promised would be invested in the territory. 
Th e Council further disaccredited the process of ter-
ritorial demarcation of law 445, which according to 
the Council follows colonialist criteria. 

Th e president of the civil society coordinator in 
Rosita stated to the national newspaper (La Prensa 
6.6.2004) that the proclamation of the Council was 
good, because it expressed the feelings of all the 
costeño population, who have always been margin-
alised by the governments: “we all coincide in that 
the national state has been the principal promoter of 
the irrational exploitation of the natural resources, 
of the destruction of the environment, but the proc-
lamation of the council is however ethnocentric, as 
the message is directed only to the Miskitu rights, 
ignoring the multiethnic character of the region” 
(author’s translation). Th is president nevertheless 
opposed the Council’s discourses of all the mestizos 
being qualifi ed as colonisers and settlers: “Many of 
us were born here and thus we have the same rights 
as the natives”. A leader of the Mayangna youth, 

in the same newspaper article, also responded to 
the proclamation by stating that any emancipatory 
initiative on the Coast would fail if it does not take 
into account the other ethnic groups. In the same 
newspaper article, a sociologist and University lec-
turer called the attention of the government due to 
the proclamation of the Elder’s Council. He argued 
that the state should take the Council more into 
consideration, because the indiff erence of the state 
would not contribute in the least to maintain the 
territorial unity of the nation. 

In regard to the economic future of the Coast, 
the Council (along with many other costeños) sees the 
promotion of trade with the Caribbean as a cheaper 
and politically more feasible option than bringing 
in products from Managua. One of my inform-
ants, a Miskitu activist in both the Elder’s Council 
and PAMUC, and formerly in ALPROMISU and 
MISURASATA, put the relationship between the 
government and the Miskitu this way in May 2000: 
“Th ey asked me if I’m a separatist, but I answered 
that the separatist is not me, rather them [the gov-
ernment]. Th ey are the ones promoting separatism. 
Many times we say we want to live in peace with 
Managua, but the thing is that Managua does not 
want to admit that this is ours. Not only those from 
the Pacifi c have the right to enjoy what comes from 
here, and what’s more is that this is ours, but we 
do not have the right to enjoy what is ours. Th e 
most positive achievement since the formation of 
ALPROMISU is that we know our rights and we 
know how to achieve them.” 

Th e Mayangnas are generally less independist 
and have less secessionist ideas than the Miskitus. A 
former leader of SUKAWALA addressed the theme 
of secessionism in an interview in November 2002:
“…we were asked: Why are you talking of the Mayangna 
nation? Are you talking of separatism as the Miskitos? 
But no, I parted from the theory of Max Weber, and said 
that we do not coincide with the separatism of the Mis-
kitos. We are Nicaraguans, that right no one will take 
away from us, because we are the fi rst inhabitants of this 
country. And we are in fact a nation because we have 
our own organisation with our own claims. And we have 
our own population, we are a race. So we are talking of 
the Mayangna nation, but not of separatism. You have to 
understand that there are macro-territories and territories 
of medium size and small territories. What we are talking 
about is territory from a Mayangna perpective. I can talk 
of the Atlantic Coast territory, of the Nicaraguan terri-
tory, but our perspective is not of separatism. Yes, the 
Elders’ Council is talking of separating from the Pacifi c, 
but that is their problem, we do not have anything to do 
with that.”  
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Many infrastructure projects implemented or 
planned by the state on the Coast have also sparked 
regional resistance. Th e national institutions in-
volved in infrastructure are often resisted or required 
to take the Coast more into account. A recurrent 
theme is the maintenance of the roads, which is very 
poorly carried through, and the Coast is the most 
inaccessible region of the country, with recurrent 
periods of inaccessibity for the markets in the rainy 
periods when the muddy roads become impassable. 

Th e problems in energy distribution are also re-
current, such as the energy confl ict that occurred 
in September 2005 (El Nuevo Diario 11.9.2005). 
Regional authorities had demanded the central gov-
ernment to implement infrastructure projects in the 
autonomous regions, including the earlier prom-
ised road projects, the reconstruction of the Bilwi 
pier, and the better distribution of electricity. Th e 
Ecumenic Pastoral Council met with authorities of 
the Autonomous Regions to seek solutions to the 
energy confl ict. Puerto Cabezas Power, (PCP) and 
the Empresa Nicaragüense de Electricidad (ENEL) 
had reduced the energy services to 15 minutes every 
six hours in the town of Bilwi. Th e religious leaders 
even proposed independence as a solution to these 
crises and the neglect of the central government to 
attend to these. Protests and strikes were also organ-
ised in the town because of the electricity crisis, and 
the regional authorities cancelled the celebration of 
the Independence Day of Nicaragua and assured 
the Coast would only celebrate the Day of Autono-
my in October. In an article in La Prensa from the 
12th of September 2005, the president of the wih-
tas (communal judges) of the RAAN, affi  rmed that 
the insensibility of the Nicaraguan governants push 
the costeños to claim independence, saying that “it 
is clear that historically, the governors of Managua 
have only been interested in negotiationg the riches 
of the Moskitia, but they have never been interested 
in the population of the region” (author’s transla-
tion). Th e fi rst vice-president of the board of direc-
tors of the regional council of the RAAN, for his 
part announced that from this day on, 100% of the 
tax incomes from the fi shing, forestry and mining 
industry will stay in the region. He stated that “if 
the Nicaraguan state abandons the costeños, we have 
no reason to let them continue appropriating our 
riches” (author’s translation). In another article in 
La Prensa, from the 16th of September 2005, the au-
thorities of the central government and the regional 
government settled the disputes in an agreement 
which nevertheless did not resolve the problem of 
unequal energy tariff s in the region. Th e RAAN in-

habitants pay the double of what the population on 
the Pacifi c Coast pay for their electricity.  

Th e regional resistance toward the imposed in-
tegrative stance of the central government is also 
seen in the level of political abstention on the At-
lantic Coast. Since the mid-1990s, there has been a 
growing abstention in the municipal elections. Ac-
cording to the Supreme Electoral Council (CSE), in 
1990 the abstention in the municipal elections was 
22 % in the RAAN, in 1994 it was 26%, in 1998 
58%, and in 2000 it rose to 67%. Th e abstention-
ism in the past elections has given indigenous lead-
ers the reason to disapprove of the elections and to 
talk of two nations within the same state. Th is led 
the government of Alemán to promise to move the 
central government to the Coast every three months 
to be able to solve the local demands, especially 
concerning the communal lands (Gurdián 2001). 
However, in 2004 there was a change in the level of 
political abstention. In November 2004 YATAMA 
won the municipal elections in Puerto Cabezas, 
Waspám and Prinzapolka. In Bilwi, the long-time 
leader of YATAMA Elisabeth Enríquez was elected 
mayor, the fi rst female mayor ever elected. In con-
trast to the previous elections, the abstention in the 
countryside of Puerto Cabezas was of only 20% 
(due to increased YATAMA support), and most of 
the voters in the indigenous communities voted for 
YATAMA. Bonanza has traditionally been headed 
by the FSLN, as this time (the Mayangnas are tradi-
tionally FSLN-sympathisers because of having sided 
with the Sandinistas in the war in the 1980s, as they 
saw the Contras as fi ghting for Miskitu interests). 
In the traditionally liberal municipalities of Siuna 
and Rosita (which are of mestizo majority) a PLC 
mayor was elected.

5.2. Th e agricultural frontier  

5.2.1. Advance of the agricultural  
frontier

“…they say that here land is what abounds, that the rain 
and the rivers are abundant and without owners, that the 
forests have all classes of animals and that the trees grow 
as weeds in the abandoned ranches. Th ese new settlers 
are those who push the agricultural frontier at a rhythm 
that should worry the governmental authorities, who 
don’t move forward from emitting pamphlets and organ-
ising panels, seminars and workshops that always end in 
the same thing: “that it is worrying how the forests are 
destroyed, that in a few years the Atlantic Coast will be 
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a desert”, but they don’t pass from discourse to action.” 
(Espinoza Loza 1997: 98, author’s translation).

In the discourses of both indigenous people, 
NGO-employees and government offi  cials, the ex-
pansion of the agricultural frontier has been one 
of the most important causes for land confl icts on 
the Coast, as well as for deforestation in Nicaragua. 
Th e ownership rights over the land and forest have 
never been well defi ned or supervised, making it all 
the more easy for both small-scale farmers and land 
speculators to colonise “free” lands in the sparsely 
populated Atlantic region. On the Pacifi c side of 
Nicaragua, many campesinos (small-scale farmers) 
lost their lands to the extensive cotton and sugar 
cane plantations in the 1950s and moved towards 
the agricultural frontiers of the Atlantic Coast. Th e 
slash-and-burn agriculture practiced by the campes-
inos, along with the increase in cattle raising by the 
latifundistas (large-scale landowners), caused much 
deforestation until the 1980s, during which it was 
slowed down by the war, to increase again since the 
1990s. Since the 1950s, large forested areas have 
been converted into pasture and farmland through 
land speculation and extensive cattle ranching. 

Th e agricultural frontier is an area where prima-
ry forest is transformed into agricultural or ranch-
ing areas. It is termed a frontier, because there is a 
very abrupt frontier between the forested areas and 
those of the agricultural frontier (in fact, sometimes 
this so called frontera agrícola is termed agricultura 
sin fronteras – agriculture without frontiers, or with 
no limits, because of the unsustainable spreading of 
agricultural practices). Th e agricultural frontier on 
the Atlantic Coast of Nicaragua has in places, es-
pecially in the south (RAAS), spread all the way to 
the sea-coast. In the RAAN, one of the most threat-
ened areas where the frontier is spreading is in the 
Biosphere Reserve of Bosawás, where it is spreading 
mostly in the buff er zone, but also in an illegal way 
through settler invasion in some sectors of the core 
zones. Th e agricultural frontier describes an ecologi-
cally and economically unsustainable change in the 
land use, because of the subsequent loss in biodiver-
sity and productivity of the land that the conversion 
in land use causes (Mordt 2002). Agriculture on the 
frontier is therefore also a socially and spatially un-
sustainable activity, because the land cannot carry 
the same human population more than a few years 
(or usually some 8-10), after which the people have 
to abandon the land and move on to new areas, thus 
again spreading the frontier. 

Th e term frontier applies to the region in a va-
riety of ways, as described by Ramírez (1994). Th e 

agricultural frontier is an infi nite frontier. Th e im-
mense extension of land slows down the feeling of 
urgency to do something about the deterioration of 
the resources. Th e frontier also encompasses ethnic 
frontiers in a region with a large ethnic diversity 
(Mayangnas, Miskitus and mestizos). It is further a 
region with diff erent political-administrative fron-
tiers. Diff erent jurisdictional levels exist within the 
same region (the central government, the autono-
mous governments, the municipalities, the indig-
enous territories), and the borders at diff erent levels 
rarely coincide with each other. For example the 
community of Sikilta is the only Mayangna com-
munity in the municipality of Siuna, whereas most 
of the Mayangna communities are in the municipal-
ity of Bonanza. Th e mayors of Siuna and Bonanza 
expressed in my interviews that there are no prob-
lems because of the overlapping of borders. Several 
people I interviewed in Sikilta were however of the 
opinion that it would be nicer to belong to Bonanza, 
as the mayors’ offi  ce there is more concerned with 
Mayangna matters. However, they regarded it good 
in practical matters to belong to the jurisdiction of 
Siuna, as the town is more accessible from Sikilta 
than Bonanza would be. 

Th e agricultural frontier is also a vocational 
frontier, in that forestry, the vocation to which the 
region is best suited, is juxtaposed with extractive 
vocations, subsistence mining and cattle-ranching. 
Th e more the frontier has expanded, the more the 
forest has been converted to pasture. In Ramírez 
(1994) view, there is also an aspect of mental and 
institutional frontiers. Th e paternalism and the as-
sistentialism created by the often poorly coordinated 
and planned development projects block the poten-
tial for the self-management of the local population, 
and the diff erent development institutions work on 
their own without much coordination amongst 
themselves. I however regard this as an aspect not 
limited to the agricultural frontier. 

Th e old agricultural frontier includes the eastern 
parts of Jinotega and Matagalpa. Th ey functioned 
as agricultural frontier from the 1940s to the 1960s 
(Mairena & Oberfrank 2001). During these decades 
and until the 1970s, the agro-exporting activities of 
the Nicaraguan state were intensifi ed. Th e produc-
tion of cotton, sugar cane, coff ee and beef boomed 
on the Pacifi c side of the country. At the same time, 
in the central interior parts of the country, latifun-
dios with a monoculture of coff ee or with cattle-rais-
ing prevailed. Th e increase in lands belonging to 
latifundios put pressure on lands that had earlier 
been used for subsistence cropping, causing migra-
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tion towards the east. Th e new agricultural frontier 
is the humid tropical region of the Atlantic Coast 
with recent agro-pastoral colonisation. It started to 
function as frontier since the later part of the 1960s 
and the settlers were both internal settlers from the 
Atlantic Coast and settlers from the Pacifi c part of 
Nicaragua. Th e decade of the 1980s signifi ed a rup-
ture with the agro-exporting model of the country, 
reducing the exporting activity and diminishing the 
possibilities for seasonal work on the haciendas and 
latifundios on the Pacifi c Coast and in the interior of 
the country (Mairena & Oberfrank 2001). Another 
event that spread the advance of the frontier was 
the construction of the Río Blanco-Siuna road in 
the late 1980s.  Th e Sandinista government put an 
end to the expansion of the latifundios and opened 

up new spaces for the campesinos. With the Agrar-
ian Reform of 1981, the migratory processes were 
retained and the advance of the frontier was slowed 
down. Th e Sandinista-Contra war also slowed down 
the advance of the frontier and coupled with the 
relocation of indigenous people from the region, left 
the environment in peace from human intervention. 
Th e forests spread during the years of war. Never-
theless, after the end of the war and the resettling of 
evacuated people in 1990, the penetration of settlers 
to areas of the new frontier also incremented and 
there were even allotments of land to settlers in sev-
eral protected areas in the region of Bosawás. 

According to statistics presented by Hurtado de 
Mendoza (2001: 44), the mestizo population in Bo-
sawás grew from fi ve families in 1965 to 1 977 fami-

Figure 8. Th e advance of the agricultural frontier on the Atlantic Coast.
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lies in 1996 (or from 23 people to 9 079 people). 
Peaks in the growth rate of the mestizo population 
were reached in the mid 1960s, early and mid 1970s 
and early 1990s. Due to the demarcation processes 
in the indigenous territories, the immigration rate of 
the mestizo population lowered in the mid 1990s, 
but due mainly to the internal population growth, 
the mestizo population in Bosawás has now reached 
an estimated 25 000 people.

Th e agricultural frontier has in recent years ad-
vanced mostly in the municipalities of Bonanza, 
Siuna, Wiwilí and Bocay. According to the National 
Development Plan (2005), in the year 2050 the ag-
ricultural frontier will on the RAAN already have 
reached the Caribbean Coast, leaving only vestiges 
of forest in protected areas. Some of the largest colo-
nisation fronts are those of El Hormiguero close to 
the Saslaya reserve in Siuna, Rosa Grande close to 
Cerro Saslaya, and El Naranjo by the southern bor-
ders of the Bosawás Reserve. Here the Waslala-Siuna 
road has facilitated access to the reserve. According 
to Rosalía Gutiérrez, delegate of the MARENA in 
the RAAN (personal communication in October 
2002), the frontier advances by 30% every year, 
mainly within Bosawás. 

Apart from the cattle industry, other factors 
that have led to growing immigration towards the 
frontier areas are the population growth, the lack of 
technology, the state policies, the prevailing devel-
opment models, and the structures of land tenure. 
Processes that possibly can slow down the expansion 
of the agricultural frontier are the establishment of 
protected areas, the lack of incentives for new set-
tlers due to the degradation of the land, the confl icts 
of the settlers with the indigenous communities, 
and the urbanisation of the lifestyle in Nicaragua. 
In Nicaragua as in other countries of the region, the 
conversion of lands under forest cover to lands under 
agriculture or cattle raising also has a structural di-
mension. Th e conditions put forth by international 
lenders oblige governments like that of Nicaragua to 
implement short term measures, taking advantage 
of the comparative advantage that agriculture and 
ranching have in comparison to other forms of land 
use. As long as the government continues promot-
ing the technifi cation of the livestock sector, there 
will be no conservation of the resources. According 
to an employee of the UCA University interviewed 
in April 2000, the settlers of the new agricultural 
frontier are oriented toward the cattle markets of 
the Pacifi c, whereas those who have been longer on 
the Coast (the “old” settlers), are adapted to the in-
digenous way of life and are oriented toward small-

scale internal consumption. Th e settlers who arrived 
from the 1940s until the 1970s were detached from 
the Pacifi c markets because of the lack of roads and 
adapted to the indigenous lifestyle. Some mestizos 
were even culturally assimilated into the indigenous 
communities, as for example the community of 
Sumubila in the Coco River region. Sumubila was 
earlier a mestizo community but is nowadays mixed 
and the people speak Miskitu although they are seen 
as mestizos. 

Th e Government of Nicaragua has also offi  cially 
recognised that the advance of the agricultural fron-
tier poses a threat to indigenous people and has pre-
pared a National Biodiversity Strategy (Estrategia 
Nacional…2002) which includes the recommenda-
tions concerning the frontier. Th is includes improv-
ing the policy framework, reforming legislation and 
coordinating the activities of diff erent institutions 
in the area and sustaining community livelihoods 
and promoting sustainable development on the At-
lantic Coast. Th e strategy further intends to reduce 
the push factors behind the agricultural frontier by 
targeting development resources to regions of high 
productive potential and high incidence of poverty, 
namely the Pacifi c Western Region, the Segovias 
Region, and the Northern Region. Th e pull fac-
tors attracting migrants to the Atlantic are to be 
confronted by minimising access to areas of high 
biological importance through increasing the state 
presence in protected areas and recognising the in-
digenous land rights.

5.2.2. Actors and local practices on the 
frontier

“In Northern Bonanza maybe fi fty to sixty families have 
arrived we do not know from where. But there they are 
destroying all the wild boars nests, of birds and so on. 
Th is also alerted us to demarcate our territories. We are 
negotiating with them although they are not from here, 
but we have already had various meetings with them in 
the mayors’ offi  ce. We have told them that they should 
not enter deeper and should help us to clear the bounda-
ry lines, and they take care of their side and we of ours. So 
then, sometimes the settlers have helped us to keep the 
boundary lines tidy. But some others do not have good 
will, they have purely economic interests of taking trees, 
wild boar, everything that produces money. Th is causes 
us many problems. But the original idea of territory was 
born from the Mayangna.” (Mayangna leader from the 
community of Musawás, October 2002).

Although the mestizos are the largest group on 
the agricultural frontier region of the RAAN (around 
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a quarter of a million people, that is the largest part 
of the RAAN population), there are around 25 000 
Mayangna and Miskitu Indians, of whom the large 
part live within the core zone of the Bosawás Bio-
sphere Reserve. Th e main social groups on the ag-
ricultural frontier are the squatters, the small-scale 
peasants or campesinos, the campesinos with the aspi-
ration of becoming ranchers, the ranchers, and the 
people in the forestry business. Th e squatters are an 
extremely poor group, with no other option than to 
try to subsist on cultivating basic grains. Th ey often 
live in the newest colonisation frontier. Th e campe-
sinos are those mestizos who have settled in zones 
considered state lands since the 1950s. Th ey often 
have some extent of crop diversifi cation, such as 
cocoa plantations. Th e campesinos with aspirations 
to become ranchers are a group with the suffi  cient 
amount of economic resources to make it possible 
for them to enlarge the amount cattle and their land 
property (even though often in illegal ways). Th ey 
have often been in the area a longer time and buy 
new lands (or ‘mejoras’ done to the land, such as 
clearing the primary forest) opened up to coloni-
sation by more recent settlers, and are furthermore 
oriented to the market. Th e ranchers are seen as the 
successful campesinos, because they have both large 
amounts of cattle and of land, even though this is 
often idle. Th ere is a strong cultural aspect in the 
advance of the frontier, because a great part of the 
population aspires to one day become ranchers be-
cause of the prestige it brings. Th e loggers on their 
part are most often individual loggers who open up 
the forest for new settlers.   

In the frontier, as an area of state lands not pri-
vately owned by anyone and seen as free for coloni-
sation, there is initially in the practice a system of 
open access which at the same time both gives and 
denies the rights of use of the resources. By buying 
the “mejoras” of another settler, the new settler ac-
quires access to the land and through this also the 
rights of possession, which can sometimes be sup-
ported by a title of possession issued by a local law-
yer or some state instance. Th rough time, as Mordt 
(2002: 28) explains from her fi eldwork in Río San 
Juan, an institutionalisation of the territory occurs, 
represented by the introduction of the legal system, 
rural extension projects, credit systems and so forth. 
A common Nicaraguan conception of land owner-
ship is that only land under “effi  cient” use can be 
claimed, which in the practice means land under ag-
riculture or ranching use. Th ese deforested plots or 
‘mejoras’, have traditionally been a way of claiming 
land and of being eligible for agricultural credits. 

Lands not formally owned or under perceivable use 
are considered national or state lands. As the state in 
most parts of the country has had very little insti-
tutional power to regulate land use or exert control 
over the land, the state lands are seen as “free”, open 
access commons, for anyone to colonise, use and 
claim ownership over. 

When the settlers colonise new land, they demar-
cate the area by felling trees so as to demonstrate the 
extent of the land under use. After the tree felling, 
basic grains are cultivated. Th e same plot is cultivat-
ed during a few years in a system of fallows. Some-
times the fi rst interventions in the forest cover are 
carried through by the loggers, who extract valuable 
species such as the mahogany and cedar in destruc-
tive ways. As these lands are apt for forest cover and 
not for other use, the productivity falls very quickly, 
and more extensive areas are taken into cultivation. 
Th e soils of the Atlantic Coast are considerably 
more fragile than those in other parts of the country 
(Jamieson 1999). Although they are suitable for the 
forms of shifting cultivation practiced for centuries 
by the small numbers of indigenous peoples, they 
are quite unsuitable to the more intensive forms of 
agriculture practiced by many of the migrants ad-
vancing the agricultural frontier eastwards. After 
a few years the degraded lands can maintain only 
cattle. Th ey are then either abandoned or sold to 
ranchers who buy the suppletory property titles is-
sued to the farmers. 

As in other Latin American countries, extensive 
cattle husbandry is the biggest promoter of the ag-
ricultural frontier. After some years of cultivating 
basic grains, the campesinos sell their deforested land 
to cattle farmers, which are in turn incentivated to 
turn to extensive cattle husbandry. Th e develop-
ment projects under the establishment of “develop-
ment poles” in the 1980s also encouraged the ex-
tensive use of land. Th e cattle-ranchers year by year 
buy impoverished lands from the campesinos to use 
them for ranching during some 6-7 years and then 
abandon them, when the lands do not produce any-
more. Cattle husbandry is carried out in very unsus-
tainable ways. Th e cattle husbandry of the settlers 
is very diff erent from the indigenous one, because 
the settlers are oriented toward the markets of the 
Pacifi c, whereas the indigenous cattle raising is only 
small scale for family needs (the “old” settlers who 
arrived in the region in the 1940s and 1950s, how-
ever, assimilated the indigenous lifestyle and their 
cattle ranching is oriented towards family needs). 

Th e cultural element, that is the prestige gained 
by the rancher, is more important than the econom-
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ic incentives in cattle husbandry. Th e ownership of 
cattle is also a guarantee for credits, especially in cas-
es where the settler has no land title. In the south-
western part of Bosawás there is also occurring a 
process of re-concentration of land in the hands of 
latifundio ranchers. Th e advance of the agricultural 
frontier is the biggest threat to the conservation of 
biodiversity and to the spatial sustainability of the 
indigenous populations, whose territories are lit-
tle by little invaded by the settlers. As long as the 
economic policy of the country of promoting cattle 
ranching is not changed, there will be no conser-
vation of the resources. A change in the mentality 
of the state and a real implementation of legislative 
measures is needed to combat the internal and ex-
ternal agricultural frontier.

Th e indigenous people are not the only, nor nec-
essarily the most marginalised group, neither the 
only ones recurring to environmental discourses. 
In a survey done among mestizo settlers in south-
western Bosawás (Mairena & Oberfrank 2001), 
among the principal problems perceived by the set-
tlers the security of land tenure was in the 3rd place 
and the conservation of natural resources and of the 
environment was also mentioned. Environmental 
consciousness is also growing in the mestizo com-
munities. Th e Campesino a Campesino programme 
started in 1993 with the objective to promote more 
environmentally sustainable practices and control 
the expansion of the frontier in mestizo communi-
ties of the buff er zone of Bosawás. Th e programme 
facilitates the organisation of campesinos to inter-
change experiences and learn new practices. In Siu-
na the programme has a network of 300 volunteer 
promoters promoting for example reforestation and 
the use of organic fertilisers (UNDP 2005: 191). 
Th e mestizo communities are sometimes also even 
more marginalised than indigenous communities. 
According to Mairena & Oberfrank (2001), in the 
Bocay zone in Bosawás it was observed that the mes-
tizo communities were far less accessible than the 
indigenous communities, which are located along 
the river course, while the mestizo communities are 
located further away without access to river trans-
port. Th e NGOs also concentrate their work mainly 
on the indigenous communities. Despite the work 
of many NGOS in the area and the huge amount of 
foreign funding fl owing in for the Bosawás project, 
the majority of the population, both mestizo and 
indigenous, still live under conditions of extreme 
poverty. On the map of poverty of Nicaragua (Go-
bierno de Nicaragua 2001) the RAAN is the poor-
est and the majority of the population in Bosawás 

live in conditions of extreme poverty. Bosawás has 
20 000 km² with 250 000 inhabitants of whom 
the indigenous people form only 10% and have 
proportionally received much more of the funds 
than the mestizo communities. However, the in-
digenous communities and the leadership are often 
not aware of this, or do not want to acknowledge it. 
Th e governmental institutions like the MAGFOR, 
OTR, INAFOR (the national forestry institute) 
and MARENA itself have not been able to stop 
the advance of the agricultural frontier, the traffi  c 
in illegal timber, and the land tenure confl icts with 
the settlers. One of the most aff ected communities 
is Sikilta (chapter 5.2.4), which in spite of having 
a land title, has not been able to evict the settlers 
or establish a process of negotiation with them. A 
Sikilta community member told me about the con-
fl icts with the settlers in October 2002:
“...any person who comes from the United States, Ger-
many, Finland, we tell them this; please take away these 
invaders, man, we want to live here only the Mayangnas. 
We don’t want to live like wild boars, all in a mess - we 
want to live in order. We are Mayangnas, but we are also 
students who understand well. So we want to live…only 
the Mayangnas. Remember, that in 1979 they killed 
Agustín Mercado Charly because of that same bound-
ary and in the end his blood was shed and since then no 
government has given the right. If they had, then these 
invaders would not be here anymore. But as they don’t 
give us our rights, the invaders all the time continue here. 
And what’s more, the invaders are increasing in number. 
Because earlier there were only eight, now there are more 
than thirty. So the problem is increasing. And so the 
Mayangna rights are decreasing. Th e rights of the mesti-
zos are increasing. Th is is sad for the Mayangnas because 
we feel we do not have a government.”

Another community that has experienced vio-
lent confl icts with mestizo settlers recently is the 
Miskitu community of Layasiksa, which made the 
headlines in the national newspapers in 2003 (when 
I had already concluded my fi eldwork). Th e news-
paper La Prensa stated on the 13th of February that 
the land confl icts in Layasiksa resulted in the deaths 
of three mestizos in the clashes and the burning of 
many houses. Th e settlers had allegedly supported 
by loggers and regional and municipal government 
deputees been given a recognition of their right to 
the land. Th e mestizos had occupied 36 000 hec-
tares of communal land belonging to Layasiksa and 
eight Miskitu communities in Rosita and Kukalaya 
demanded the government to mediate in the con-
fl icts. 

Th e Nicaraguan centre for human rights CE-
NIDH, the RAAN regional council and the OTR 
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decided to relocate the 32 mestizo families that 
were forcefully evicted by around a hundred armed 
Miskitus of the community. A deputee of the lib-
eral party PLC who had been among the politicians 
to sign the land rights recognition to the mestizos, 
argued that the paper is not a formal and juridi-
cally legitimate document, only a paper allowing 
the settlers to work the land. He pointed out that 
“they (the Miskitus) know that there is precious 
wood on these lands, there are possibilities for com-
merce, whereas the mestizo only wants to cultivate 
his rice and beans to feed his children. Th ose who 
are causing the confl ict are those who have fi nancial 
interests” (La Prensa 8.2.2003).  One of the Miskitu 
leaders for his part argued that “we do not want the 
Indians to be seen as violent people. Th e Indians 
are not violent, we are only claiming our ancestral 
rights to these lands. What we want is that they do 
not destroy our forests”. Th e síndico of the commu-
nity pointed out that the problems had begun in 
December 2002, when the leaders for the fi rst time 
got to know that fi fteen mestizo families had settled 
in the four mountains of the Layasiksa territory. Th e 
confl ict was fi nally settled in 2003, but the reval-
oration of the natural resources and the upsurge in 
territorial claims in the recent years will probably 
mean that this sort of confl icts can become more 
common.

5.2.3. Territorial discourses and  
representations on the frontier

Th e various actors strategically use symbolic re-
sources such as diff erent meanings, discourses and 
representations to legitimise their own territorial 
conceptions and practices and de-legitimise those 
of others. As Nygren (2000) and Sundberg (1997) 
stress, the problems concerning conservation regions 
and the agricultural frontier are largely also social 
problems, involving dualistic constructions and 
representations of the ‘other’. Th e Indians are often 
represented by themselves and by NGO-workers as 
environmentally benign residents (as long as their 
livelihood practices conform to these ideals estab-
lished by outsiders), a part of the ‘natural’ landscape 
and as the local ‘stewards’ of the environment and 
as the ‘victims’ of land grabbing and exploitation 
of resources. Th ey are seen to live in harmony with 
nature, and therefore as natural partners in con-
servation and development programmes. Settlers 
on their part, are often represented by these same 

groups as environmentally malign and irresponsible 
deforesters and intruders, whom it is justifi able to 
expulse, and whom it is not necessary to involve as 
active participants in the conservation programmes. 
Individuals and groups have started to manipulate 
territorial meanings and representations in order 
to lay claim to land. Local people try to expel the 
new settlers by claiming they are the only ones using 
environmentally sound management practices, and 
are the ancestral occupants of the area. 

Th e mestizos often also represent the Indians as 
environmentally more sustainable people because 
of having heard this discourse everywhere. Mestizos 
who have more contacts with the Indians however 
do not partake of the idealised romanticised picture 
of the Indians, but recognise that the indigenous ar-
eas are more forested because of the smaller popula-
tion rate, even though the indigenous people them-
selves also have some environmentally inappropriate 
practices. A mestizo park ranger in El Hormiguero 
comments in an interview from November 2002:
“Th e Indians are more strategic, they take advantage, 
they carry through projects, they are intelligent and go 
to Managua and so on. Th ey conserve the forest fairly 
well, but they discriminate the fauna. Th ey kill 20-40 
wild boars, take them to Siuna to sell. Th e wild boar is 
disappearing. From my zone over 200 parrots and ma-
caws were taken.” 

As Nygren (2004b) states, the most common 
discourse of the advance of the frontier is that of the 
migrants as unruly settlers, encroaching further on 
the forest. Th e migrants are most often followed by 
the small-scale cattle ranchers who buy their mejoras 
and after a few years sell them to wealthier ranchers, 
and the vicious circle of abandoning used lands and 
encroaching on new lands continues. Even though 
migrants are a heterogeneous group with various 
value systems and practices, the migrant-as-culprit 
discourse has achieved the “status of truth” (Esco-
bar 1995: 45), which “produces permissible modes 
of being and thinking while disqualifying and even 
making others impossible” (Escobar 1995: 5). Adg-
er et al. (2001) stress how the portrayal of external 
agents and local forest dwellers as either victims or 
villains ignores the complexity and symbiosis in so-
cial interactions in forest frontier areas. Using this 
discourse of the landless mestizo settlers as the cause 
of the advance of the frontier is very simplistic be-
cause it ignores many structural and institutional 
systems which favour the advance of the frontier. 
Th ese are for example the problems concerning mi-
gration, economic security and access and rights to 
resources. It is important to take into account the 
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structures and the institutions that both enable and 
constrain the agency of the actors and their social 
interactions. 

As an employee from an environmental NGO 
stressed in an interview from October 2002, not 
only settlers and ranchers open up the frontier, but 
also wealthy local people with power; people who 
have contacts with the military bosses, corrupt mu-
nicipal or regional authorities and other local power 
structures, and who lay claim to large extensions of 
land obtaining an illicit land title deed. Th e proc-
esses of settling and the advance of the frontier are 
thus supported by the local power structures. People 
with economic power are protected by the political 
leaders, the military, the police, or by the remnants 
of the armed groups in the region. One of the basic 
issues to be dealt with to stabilise the frontier is the 
security problem; both the problem of land tenure 
legalisation and the problem of physical security 
have to be resolved. Another sector causing much of 
the advance of the frontier is the forestry sector, both 
the illegal and the legal (although the interviewed 
NGO-employee stated that he and many others are 
of the opinion that practically every actor within the 
forestry business acts illegally). Th e discourse of the 
loggers is that they are not the destructors of the for-
est, but rather the migrants on the agricultural fron-
tier. Nevertheless, one actor does not exist without 
the other. Th e agricultural frontier and the forestry 
business walk side by side. 

As Sundberg (1998a) notes in her study on Gua-
temala, foreign and domestic NGOs are also promi-
nent constructors of environmental discourses and 
are able to construct established truths or public 
transcripts about human-land relationships. In as-
suming the moral authority to speak for nature, 
NGO discourses frame the way environmental deg-
radation is conceptualised. Certain perspectives are 
privileged over others and then worked into political 
and legal structures to delineate how people should 
relate to the environment. However, as Sundberg 
stresses, an often neglected issue is what happens to 
those people whose livelihood practices are deemed 
inappropriate by conservation organisations (in this 
case the settlers).

Th e dominant or even almost hegemonic dis-
course until recently has been that the mestizo com-
munities constitute the problem of the agricultural 
frontier, and that stopping the incursion of settlers 
would put a barrier to the advance of the frontier. 
But alternative or counter-hegemonic discourses, 
such as that of the internal agricultural frontier, 
are also gaining ground and emphasising the com-

plexity of the issue. In 2000, the German Develop-
ment Agency GTZ and the Bosawás administration 
SETAB realised an internal study of the indigenous 
communities and their cosmovision and environ-
mental practices (commented on by an employee of 
GTZ, whom I interviewed in October 2002). Ac-
cording to the study, since that year there has been 
emerging a discourse of the internal agricultural 
frontier, that which is produced within the indig-
enous communities themselves. Th e cosmovision 
and land use practices are changing with increased 
acculturation and there are also wealthy members 
of the indigenous communities with much fi nancial 
and political power. Th e systems of self-control and 
regulation of the resource use in the communities 
have debilitated and the people in power manage 
to overuse the resources without being sanctioned. 
Many of these people with power are young men 
who have worked outside of the communities and 
have climbed the social ladder. Th ey manage the 
environmental discourse very well to gain external 
allies, but they fail to create a link between the dis-
courses and their own land use practices, and eas-
ily sell themselves to the highest bidder. Indigenous 
leaders often strategically use the environmental dis-
course in order to achieve more control over areas of 
traditional use to keep out settlers and the forestry 
industry and themselves benefi t from the resources. 

Th e reality of the internal agricultural frontier 
is clearly seen in how the invasion of settlers is de-
scribed by the indigenous people as an “avalanche” 
destroying everything in its way, whereas the indig-
enous people do not recognise that they themselves 
have also started destroying the resources through 
overuse because of the population growth. Th e In-
dians promote the up to now dominant discourse 
of the settlers as the main or only promoter of the 
agricultural frontier. Th ey talk of the huge hoardes 
of mestizos fl ooding the area, but they themselves 
strongly promote pro-natalist policies within their 
own communities and do not recognise the problems 
of the high population growth that is occurring in 
their own communities and the internal agricultural 
frontier this creates. Th is internal frontier is not just 
a matter of a change in cosmovision, but it is mainly 
produced through the internal population pressure. 
An employee of the SETAB stated in an interview 
in October 2002 that in the fi rst years of the present 
decade, the indigenous population inside Bosawás 
has duplicated. It will be very diffi  cult to contain or 
stop the advance of the frontier. Rather the ques-
tion is to stabilise it, because containing it will only 
achieve results for a short time, and in a year or two 
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the frontier will advance again. 
Th e frontier has to be stabilised by improving 

the technical and productive capacity of the farms 
in the area, so they can become spatially sustain-
able without having the necessity to advance further 
into the forest year by year. Th e stabilisation of the 
frontier depends on the possibilities of providing 
sustainable subsistence strategies for the population 
so they would be able to live permanently in one 
place, or achieve what Mordt (2002) terms spatial 
sustainability. Mordt puts forth that the frontier 
is characterised by a rapid environmental transi-
tion and a weak feeling of geographical belonging 
or “sense of place”. Th e imaginary of belonging, or 
the collective memory tied to these places, does not 
exist or is very recent, resulting in the lack of com-
mon discourses and social practices. Th e practice of 
sustainable development should be rooted in local 
solutions by local initiative. Th ese solutions, or con-
tracts with nature, have to emerge from a popula-
tion that is connected to its territory. In this sense, 
the permanency of the population, which is crucial 
for the creation of place, is a necessary element for 
the development of sustainable societies in frontier 
areas (Mordt 2002:  49).

5.2.4. Sikilta 

“Sometimes I get sad in the forest, I go to a shady spot 
and sit down and think about the boundaries of the 
Mayangna. Sometimes I even feel like crying. Because 
when will these invaders leave? It’s impossible, because 
earlier they were only eight, then ten, then fi fteen, then 
twenty, then twenty-fi ve, then thirty, and soon they 
will be a hundred! When Christopher Columbus came, 
he came to Puerto Cabezas and there was no Miskitu, 
there was no mestizo, there were only the Mayangna. 
He staged a battle, which the Mayangna king lost. From 
there they [the Mayangna] left, I don’t know where they 
were distributed, some left for Rosita, Bambana, some 
to Bosawás, some to Huasbul, some to Sikilta, others to 
Waspuk, what I want to say is that they were scattered. 
Since then the invaders are coming and pushing. Th ey 
come and make us leave, little by little. Even from here 
they will make us leave. I see nightmares about this; that 
they will make us leave. Because in Casas Viejas, an eight 
hours’ walk from here, there are other mestizos, there is 
a tribe of mestizos. Even right here, walking some two 
hours, there is another mestizo tribe as well. On the other 
side, there is another. So, this means that they will kick us 
out from here. And we have looked for help and we have 
never been able to get this. It’s really sad, isn’t it?” Old 
man from Sikilta, October 2002.

Sikilta is a Mayangna community by the Ulí 
River in the department of Siuna (the only indig-
enous community in the department). Sikilta off ers 
an example of the revalorisation of indigenous cul-
ture in the use of placenames – earlier the commu-
nity was called El Palomar, but the original name 
Sikilta was brought into use again in the 1990s. Th e 
community itself is outside the core zone of the Bo-
sawás Reserve, but over 90% of its territory is within 
this zone. Th e territory itself is located within three 
municipalities, being those of Cuá-Bocay in the de-
partment of Jinotega (47% of the territory), Siuna 
(12%) and Bonanza (41%) (Hurtado de Mendoza 
2000: 134). According to the community leaders, 
the community had around 600 members in 2002 
comprising around 70 households. Th e entire com-
munity was relocated by FSLN to Honduras during 
the war (in fact many of the Sikilta members are 
FSLN sympathisers). When they returned in 1989, 
Sikilta was awarded a land title by the MIDINRA, 
to an area of 64 800 manzanas (around 40 000 hec-
tares). According to the leaders it was also awarded a 
title through the Land Titling Commission in 1917, 
but this was lost and was followed by a title from 
the IAN awarded in 1955, which however was lost 
during the hurricane Joan in 1988. Th e alleged ex-
istence of a title from 1917 has not received much 
credibility outside of the territory, but the leaders 
probably use this claim as a way of gaining more le-
gitimacy to the territorial rights of the community.

Th e community is located two days by foot from 
the nearest indigenous community and the terri-
tory has frequently been invaded by mestizo set-
tlers since the 1970s. Th e fi rst outsiders entered the 
area already in the 1930s. Th ese were workers of a 
North-American rubber-extracting company, which 
established a centre in U Bahni (Casas Viejas) in the 
Sikilta territory through paying a leasing fee to the 
Mayangna Elijo Pritts. When the company retired, 
the place was occupied by three mestizo settlers, 

Figure 9. Th e community of Sikilta



89

who left during the war in the 1980s. Hurtado de 
Mendoza (2000: 58) cites Mayangna elders about 
the territorial confl icts with mestizos, which accord-
ing to them have occurred since the end of the 19th 
century in Ahsa Sahni, the area where the forefathers 
of the Sikilta community members lived before re-
locating further upstream to the present territory. 
According to de Mendoza, the Mayangna later on 
negotiated with the government of Zelaya and were 
awarded a communal title in 1917. Th e awarding of 
title is however often disputed, as there are only oral 
accounts of it.

Th e Mayangnas of Sikilta told me that confl icts 
with the mestizos got more severe in the 1950s, 
when a mestizo was fi nally expelled from close to 
the community of Sikilta. Th e worst confl ict be-
tween settlers and Mayangnas resulted in the death 
of community member Agustín Mercado Charly in 
1979 in an armed battle between community mem-
bers and settlers. When the community returned 
from exile in Honduras in 1990, they found out 
that they were now living in a reserve. From 1990 
onwards confl icts rose again when the community 
was found out that mestizo settlers had entered their 
territory. Th e ex-contra Pedro Guillén had usurped 
between 21 000 and 35 000 hectares of land in Ca-
sas Viejas, then located within the core zone of Bo-
sawás (Howard 1997a). As Howard notes, Guillén 
had employed 120 people to cut wood and clear the 
land for cultivation. Guillén claimed he had inherit-
ed this land from his father and prohibited the May-
angnas to enter his property. After negotiations with 
the government, Guillén agreed to leave the area 
when he was compensated with land elsewhere. 

Th ere are still in this day some mestizos living 
in Casas Viejas. One mestizo in Casas Viejas is al-
leged to have a property of 35 000 hectares inside 
the reserve, also within the Sikilta territory. Th e re-
cent confl ict that has been going on since the end of 
the 1990s, is occurring in the place called Kupahwás 
in the eastern part of the territory. Several of the 
mestizos in Kupahwás also live within the reserve. 
Before the war there were only four families living 
in Kupahwás, who had been allowed by the Sikilta 
community to settle there in the 1970s provided 
they do not invite others to settle and that they 
guard the borders so no one else enters. According 
to Howard (1997b), of the 25 families living at that 
time in Kupahwás, nine alleged to have lived there 
since the 1970s. As an NGO-representative told me 
in May 2000, some years before that in Sikilta, the 
offi  cial discourse presented by the community lead-
ers to NGOs and governmental agencies was that 

the settlers in the invaded Kupahwás area had ar-
rived recently, were of a number of fi fty families, 
and that each family had more than 300, even 500 
manzanas of land. But when a few NGOs started 
doing studies of the mestizo families there at the end 
of the 1990s, they realised that the reality was not 
quite consistent with the Sikilta leaders’ discourse. 
Th e mestizo families had been residing in the area a 
much longer time than the indigenous leaders were 
willing to admit, the land parcels were much small-
er, and the poverty levels were in many cases worse 
than in the indigenous communities. 

Th e regional government and various NGOs 
have been mediating in the land confl icts in Sikilta. 
Th e Sikilta people would like the government and 
NGOs to pay the mestizos to leave, but these in-
stances do not want to employ this sort of solution, 
because it would only incentivate more settlers to 
move in, in order to again be compensated with 
land elsewhere. Th ere have at times been discussions 
on resettling the settlers to Tungla and San Miguel, 
in the department of Puerto Cabezas, where there 
are certain land lots available. However, the May-
angnas are also known to sell their land to settlers, 
although the indigenous lands are untransferrable 
according to law: 
“Th ey sell fi fty manzanas for 200 up to 500 córdobas 
only. Th ey only sign a paper, saying for example, I trade 
you this land in exchange for a chicken, for a cow, the 
fi fty manzanas. What a disorder. Th e people of Sikilta 
are selling their own land.” NGO-representative, Octo-
ber 2002.

A mestizo settler from Kupahwás also stated in 
an interview in October 2002 how he regards that 
the Mayangnas are claiming land rights on an un-
just basis: 
“Th ey [the people of Sikilta] say that the indigenous peo-
ple are entitled to more territory because their population 
increases, but we say it’s absurd, because the land does 
not increase. We should then occupy land all the way to 
Honduras, but how can we do that.” 

In 1998, the phenomenon of El Niño caused a 
drought of eight months. Th e burning of pastures 
was not controlled, resulting in 3000 hectares of 
burnt forest within the core zone of the Sikilta ter-
ritory. Th e community received World Bank fund-
ing through the Nicaraguan Sustainable Forestry 
Project PROFOR for a reforestation project and for 
the marketing of the partly burnt trees. A portable 
sawmill was to be set up to saw the wood into planks 
and transport them to Siuna. Th e communal for-
estry project aimed at reforesting the destroyed areas 
and had 18000 tree seedlings in a nursery when I 
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visited the community in 2002. Furthermore the 
aims of the project were to plant 125 hectares of 
forest and fruit trees, establish fi re control activities 
and carry through a study of wood certifi cation, as 
well as non-timber programmes for women. About 
40% of the fi nanciation was to come from PRO-
FOR, 40% from the territorial development asso-
ciation SIMSKULT, and the rest from non-govern-
mental associations (Th e name SIMSKULT comes 
from the words SIkilta, Mayangna, Sauni (land/
territory), Kulwi (to love), Laihwi (to have) and 
Taltalna (to see). When I was doing my fi eldwork, 
SIMSKULT however had problems with the con-
tinuation of the funding, as the association had not 
reported suffi  ciently well on the use of the funds. 
Th e problems were sorted out later on and project 
funding continued. Th e Sikilta leaders have very lit-
tle prior experience in commercial forestry, and also 
very limited training. One of the leaders is however 
completing his studies at the INTA (Instituto Na-
cional de Tecnología Agropecuaria), and some of 
them have received short training courses through 
various NGOs. Intra-communal frictions tend to 
blow up easily because the community members 
believe the leaders are appropriating the funds for 
themselves as there is little understanding at the 
community-level of the functioning of projects and 
organisations, and the leaders have not put enough 
emphasis on informing the community about the 
association’s activities and the matters of the project. 
Although economic development at community-
level (in 1995 the average annual income in Sikilta 
was only 67 USD according to Peralta & Indalecio 
1997) is the main impetus for carrying out the com-
mercial forestry project, many of the community 
leaders point out that one of the main reasons for 
them to have started the project was to be able to 
compensate the mestizo settlers living within their 
territory to leave.

5.3. Th e forestry sector 

5.3.1. Forest resources of the Atlantic 
Coast

Th e most important natural resources on the At-
lantic Coast are the forest resources. Th e forests of 
Nicaragua belong to the largest and most diverse 
in Central America. Over sixty commercially sig-
nifi cant tree species have been identifi ed, amongst 
them the pine, Spanish cedar and mahogany. Th e 
main species planted on forestry plantations are the 
pine and the eucalyptus. Th e Indio Maíz and Bo-
sawás reserves belong to the largest forested area of 
Latin America north of the Amazon basin. Nicara-
gua has a forest cover of around 62111 km², around 
48% of the country’s land area (FAO 2005). Of this, 
around 29% is included in the system of protected 
areas (MARENA 2001). However, according to the 
environmental plan (Plan Ambiental de Nicaragua 
2001-2005), of the over 70 protected areas in the 
country, only seven were under active management 
and eleven under minimum management. Accord-
ing to the MAGFOR (MARENA 2001), 71.9% 
of the national territory is best suited for forestry. 
Almost half of this area has nevertheless been de-
forested and has given way to agriculture and cat-
tle ranching. Of the total area suited for forestry on 
the Atlantic Coast, only 15% is under management 
plans and according to these data, the forest is un-
derutilised (UNDP 2005: 175). Th e ineffi  ciency in 
the management of the forest resources is due to the 
non-compliancy with adequate mechanisms for the 
exploitation of the resources and to the poor control 
of illegal extraction (UNDP: 175).

Between 1950 and 2000, Nicaragua had lost 
around 29000 hectares, equivalent to 59267 hec-
tares a year (MARENA 2001). Th is reduction in 
forest cover is similar to statistics from the rest of 
Central America. Th e deforestation has been prin-
cipally brought about by the occupation of new 
lands through the spread of the agricultural frontier. 
Th ere are varying estimates of the annual deforesta-
tion rate in Nicaragua. According to Larson (2001), 
the deforestation rate during the 1990s was of 150 
000 hectares a year, but in the past few years it has 
been only 50 000 ha. According to the World Bank 
(2004), the deforestation rate in the year 2000 was 
of 1172 km². According to estimates of the MAG-
FOR and PROFOR (Programa de Forestación), 80-
100 000 hectares are lost annually, of which 93% 
because of burning and clearing for pasture and 
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agricultural land, and 7% due to forestry exploita-
tion (La Prensa 12.04.2005). According to the en-
vironmental procurator Lizandro D’León Mairena, 
interviewed in La Prensa 12.04.2005, hundreds 
of hectares of virgin forest are felled every day in 
indigenous areas of the RAAN. Th e illegal loggers 
open roads up to seven kilometers long in the for-
est, construct dams to transport the wood on the 
rivers, and construct temporary shelters where they 
stay to saw the wood in the same place where they 
fell it. Th e procurator’s offi  ce confi scated 196 m³ of 
sawn precious woods during March-April 2005 and 
three times that amount of felled wood in areas not 
authorised by the INAFOR. Th e value of this wood 
is more than USD 120 000. According to D’León 
Mairena, the worst thing is that the illegal wood in-
dustry is sometimes supported by local and regional 
authorities.

According to the INTA (Instituto Nicaragüense 
de Tecnología Agropecuaria 2005), over 50% of the 
territory of the autonomous regions is under forest 
cover, representing around 42% of the forested ar-
eas of the country. According to other governmen-
tal estimates cited by Montgomery-Roper (2003), 

77.4% of the national forest cover is in the RAAN. 
According to these data, in the RAAN, there exist 
2 343 058 hectares of broadleaved forest, of which 
only around 400 000 is virgin. In 1993 this area 
was of around 3 million hectares. Since then these 
forests have been severely aff ected by both legal and 
illegal logging, irregularities in the awarding of con-
cessions and contracts, and natural disasters. Th e 
municipality of Puerto Cabezas accounts for 18 % 
of the forest cover, Waspám has 35% of the total, 
and Prinzapolka 20%, followed by Siuna (9%), 
Rosita (8%), and Bonanza (8%), and the part of 
Waslala belonging to the RAAN has the rest (2%) 
(El Nuevo Diario 28.10.2001).

Th e Nicaraguan state has earlier had an implicit 
land use policy of reducing forested areas to the cul-
tivation of agricultural export products. In selling a 
hectare of cleared land, the profi ts are several times 
that of selling forested land. Th e main reasons for 
the destruction of the forest in the RAAN are; the 
lack of legal defi nition of land tenure, the colonisa-
tion of settlers from the central parts of the country 
and the population growth brought about through 
this, the use of fi rewood as fuel, the extraction of 

Figure 10. Th e forest cover in Nicaragua in 2000 (source: MAGFOR 2000).
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wood by exporting companies and small interme-
diaries, the lack of technical capacity, personnel and 
funds in the state institutions, and fi nally the for-
est fi res. Th e worst problems of deforestation in the 
RAAN have occurred in the cattle-ranching and ag-
ricultural municipality of Siuna. Siuna only has pri-
mary forest in the northern part of the municipality 
in the Mayangna territory of Sikilta. Siuna never-
theless experiences problems with illegal timber ex-
traction, because a large part of the illegal timber 
felled in the RAAN has to be transported through 
Siuna, and only a small part of the illegal timber is 
expropriated. Rosita is the municipality from where 
the majority of the illegal timber is extracted. 

5.3.2. Th e forestry sector in the national 
and local economy

It is diffi  cult to obtain reliable data on the contribu-
tion of the forestry sector to the internal gross na-
tional product. According to Larson (2003) it con-
tributes to less than 1%, and according to MARENA 
(2001), the forestry sector contributed to 0.26% of 
the internal gross national product in 2000. Th is 
does not in reality however refl ect the exportation 
of timber, due to the large illegality involved in the 
sector. Th e direct annual fi scal losses due to illegal 
logging were estimated by Richards et al. (2003) at 
USD 2.2-4 million. Th is direct economic loss con-
sists of the losses due to lost forestry fees, munici-
pal revenues and income tax. Apart from this, there 
are also huge indirect economic losses. Th e timber 
producers and forest owners only receive some 5-
10% of the value of the forest products, whether 
legally or illegally extracted. According to MARE-
NA (2001), the exportation in the forestry sector 
rose from a million USD in 1992 to 25 million in 
2000. According to data from MARENA (2001), 
Th e Nicaraguan wood processing plants are mainly 
small saw mills, and apart from these, two plywood 
factories operate, of which one, the PRADA, oper-
ates in Rosita. Th e great part of the processed wood 
is exported. Wood is also an important source of 
fuel in the country.

Most of the forestry exploitation in the indig-
enous communal areas is small-scaled logging sales 
by indigenous communities. Th ere are also commu-
nity contracts with companies who pay stumpage 
fees, and sell to sawmills or to the plywood factory 
PRADA. In 2000, there were 80 registered forestry 
companies in the country authorised by INAFOR. 

In the RAAN there were 13 permitted forestry in-
dustries (INAFOR 2001). Of these, the largest ma-
hogany exporters are Madensa S.A. and Amerinica 
S.A. Th e scandals of the Solcarsa operations (chap-
ter 7.2.3) during the 1990s were legally solved by 
prohibiting Solcarsa from continuing their opera-
tions in the RAAN. However, Solcarsa evaded this 
prohibition by changing the name of the company. 
Th e currently operating Prada in Rosita is techni-
cally the same company as Solcarsa. Th e great part 
of the exportation of forest products is to the United 
States and to the Caribbean area, especially to the 
Dominican Republic. Of the total volume of per-
mits in the country, 31% are awarded in the RAAN 
(INAFOR 2001). Th e estimated total volume ex-
tracted in the RAAN is around 18 times larger than 
the permitted volume. 

Th e lack of clear titles and tenure security is the 
most signifi cant obstacle to a sustainable forestry 
industry. Th e history of forestry exploitation, with 
foreign companies working for a limited number of 
years with not much benefi t at the local level, has 
caused forestry to be seen merely as a short-term 
enterprise. Many of the forestry company activities 
are met with local resistance. In the community of 
Saupuka on the Coco River, the American Carib-
bean company was awarded a pine resin contract 
for 50 years in the year 2000. Th is company did 
not comply well with the labour contracts and en-
vironmental norms and was kicked out by the com-
munity. Th e community however wants some other 
company to work with the community. Th is is how-
ever not permitted, since the contract of American 
Caribbean is still in force, which means that no 
other company has the right to start exploitation in 
the same region. In the community of Alamikamba 
in Prinzapolka, things have worked better with an 
autonomously run state enterprise that works with 
pine cones and has established a seed bank. Ten 
percent of the community members are employed 
by the company, even though they get only three 
percent of the value of the produce (Montgomery-
Roper 2003). 

Th e personnel in agroforestry and sustainable 
forestry projects and small producers are often more 
conscious in environmental matters than in the big 
companies. However, the complex bureaucracy of 
getting permits for their activities and the lack of 
fi nancial and technical-administrative resources at 
their disposition is a big obstacle to their will to 
manage their projects in legal ways. Instead of re-
ceiving incentives from the governmental instances, 
the small producers feel they face more obstacles in 
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trying to work in an orderly fashion. Th e indigenous 
territories can obtain permission through their legal 
representatives (territorial associations or síndicos) 
to sell amounts of around 150 m³ annually (a very 
small amount), but the leaders are often unexperi-
enced in the bureaucracy of making management 
plans and taking care of other paperwork in order to 
obtain a permit for marketing larger amounts. 

Some projects of indigenous forestry have been 
carried through in the 1990s and 2000s by PRO-
FOR (Proyecto Forestal), an instance fi nanced 
by the World Bank within the auspices of MAG-
FOR. Th ese projects were carried through in Bo-
nanza and Sikilta but with limited success. Sikilta 
had diffi  culties receiving continued funding for the 
second phase because of problems the community 
leaders had in accountability and management of 
the project funds and implementation of the pro-
gramme. However the second stage was initiated 
in 2002.  Communal forestry projects seek to pro-
duce certifi ed forest products. Nicaragua is the only 
country in the region which does not have certifi ed 
timber. As an NGO-representative argued in an in-
terview from October 2002, it is technically impos-
sible to export certifi ed timber from the country, 
because even if the wood left the processing plant 
as certifi ed wood, it has practically lost its status 
as certifi ed wood when it reaches the harbour due 
to the large illegality involved in all forestry opera-
tions. Communal sustainable forestry projects also 
face diffi  culties to compete in the forestry markets. 
Forestry requires high capital investments, and the 
competition in both national and international 
markets is very strong. Th e economic feasibility and 
sustainability of small-scale forestry is thus a critical 
factor to analyse when promoting communal for-
estry programmes.

5.3.3. Forest legislation

Th e forestry sector did not have any clear legislation 
until 2003 when the new forest law was approved. 
Th e project of forest law was dictaminated by the 
National Assembly in 1996, but after a period of 
consultation, the process was slowed down, and it 
took until the year 2003 for the national assembly 
to pass the law. Until that date, the forestry sector 
was managed under many laws and decrees from 
diff erent years. Following these, and other laws 
such as the Municipal Law, Environmental Law 
and the Autonomy Law, the diff erent governmen-

tal agencies had very overlapping and contradictory 
mandates and responsibilities. Central, regional 
and municipal instances all have responsibilities re-
garding the management of natural resources, but 
these responsibilities and mandates have not been 
clearly specifi ed. Th e changes and inconsistencies in 
government regulation and legislation, causes com-
munities to regard government rules as transitory, 
which lowers the interest for long-term forest man-
agement. Th e forestry regulations also require the 
actors to comply with unrealistic rules through the 
highly technical forestry management plans.  Th e 
complexity of legislation also results in its arbitrary 
interpretation. 

Because of the lack of a clear forestry law, a series 
of administrative decrees and reforms in the institu-
tional organisation concerning the concessions and 
permits of forestry exploitation were carried through 
in the late 1990s and early years of the present dec-
ade albeit under an unclear legal status vis-à-vis re-
lated legislation. Among these was the law 290 (of 
the organisation, competencies and proceedings of 
the executive power) from the year 1997, which 
has infl uenced the forestry sector. Th e formulation 
and evaluation of the forestry policies were accord-
ing to this law declared competency of the INA-
FOR, the deconcentrated forestry institute under 
the MAGFOR, whereas the administration of the 
state forests, including the granting of concessions, 
passed over to the ADFOREST institution (Admin-
istración Forestal) under the MIFIC. However there 
were still many unclear issues and irregularities in 
the issuing of permits, and in the controlling and 
surveillance of forestry activities. Th e regional coun-
cils of the Atlantic Coast have the right to approve 
or disapprove of the concessions of exploration and 
exploitation of the natural resources, but they do 
this in an irregular way, often approving them with-
out the approval of the whole board of directors. 

Th e new forestry law can help bring clarity in 
forestry issues although this law also regards the for-
ests as national property, in distinction to the for-
estry bill from 1993, which stated that the owner of 
the land is the owner of the forest. According to the 
Constitution, article 102, the state is owner of the 
natural resources including the forests. Th e state is in 
charge of preserving the environment and develop-
ing the extraction of the natural resources through 
the contracts of rational exploitation. Because of 
this, no land owner practically wants to devote him-
self to the protection of the forest. Th e landowners 
and other users of the natural resources appropriate 
the resources where the government is not supervis-
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ing, but they have no incentive to protect the re-
sources as these are not under their ownership. 

Th e new law off ers improvements in combat-
ting the illegality in the sector and the irrational 
logging and brings hope to the reorganisation and 
clarifi cation of the institutions involved in the sec-
tor. According to the law, the state institutions have 
mainly the same tasks as earlier, but in order to 
achieve a better coordination among these, some 
new instances have also been founded, such as the 
CONAFOR (Comisión Nacional Forestal), which 
is integrated by both state and civil society actors. 
Another objective with the law is to give the munic-
ipal governments better possibilities to participate 
in the exploitation and conservation of the forest. 
Th e municipal governments have already according 
to the Municipal Law had the right to approve or 
disapprove forestry operations within their jurisdic-
tions and to receive 25% of the tax incomes derived 
from natural resources exploitation. Th ese rights 
have however been poorly put into practice. INA-
FOR has often awarded permissions for forestry 
exploitation without the consent of the municipal 
governments, or without environmental impact 
assessments, which the poorly fi nanced munici-
pal governments often have no possibility to carry 
out. Th ere have also been several cases of munici-
pal governments awarding permissions on too loose 
grounds because of not having suffi  ciently trained 
personnel in environmental matters. In order to 
strengthen the municipal governments, interna-
tional donors have during several years helped the 
municipal governments form municipal environ-
mental committees and issue municipal decrees on 
environmental matters. Th rough the new forestry 
law, local forestry commissions will also be formed 
at the municipal level. 

An NGO-employee I interviewed in October 
2002, stated that some municipalities are implicat-
ed in the illegal forestry business and are part of its 
modus operandis. He stated that “in the forestry sec-
tor it is impossible to know where the legal begins, 
where the legal ends, and the illegal begins. Some of 
us think that everything is illegal”. It is cheaper and 
fi nancially more secure to operate illegally. Th e ju-
ridical framework, that is the norms, regulations and 
control of the forestry products, is too weak. Other 
impediments to combatting illegal forestry are the 
weak penalties imposed on transgressors of the law. 
Th is has been tackled in the new forestry law, which 
imposes stricter and more regulated penalties.

5.3.4. Th e system of concessions

One of the main confl icts resulting from diff er-
ent territorial conceptions between the state and the 
Atlantic Coast, is that resulting from the granting 
of concessions and contracts of natural resources 
exploitation by the central government to foreign 
and national companies on the Coast. Although 
the Atlantic Coast was incorporated to Nicaragua 
in 1894, the Coast was in the practice more linked 
to North-American companies than to the Nicara-
guan state until the Sandinista revolution. Com-
mercial forestry explotation began as early as in 
the 17th century, with British logwood extraction, 
and in the 18th century with mahogany and in the 
mid 19th century, concessions were awarded to for-
eigners from the Miskitu king (Off en 1999, 2000, 
Montgomery Roper 2003). Forestry concessions 
have been given to foreign companies by the Nica-
raguan state since the 1860s, at the fi rst stage for 
latex plantations, later on during the fi rst half of the 
20th century primarily for banana plantations. Of-
fen (1999: 61) assumes that practically all mahog-
any trees of more than 15 feet (around 4.6 metres) 
in diametre were cleared within two kilometres of 
every major river by 1915. In 1921, the Bragman’s 
Bluff  Lumber Company was awarded a concession 
of 80 000 hectares of pine forest in the present mu-
nicipality of Puerto Cabezas (Montgomery Roper 
2003). From the late 19th century until 1970 there 
were nineteen diff erent companies active, of which 
the largest was John D.Emery from Boston, which 
was awarded a concession covering ten percent of 
the region. During the Somoza dynasty large parts 
of the Atlantic Coast was under plantation, forestry 
and mining concessions, primarily given to North-
American companies. Th e largest of these was the 
NIPCO (the Nicaraguan Longleaf Pine Company) 
which began pine exploitation in 1945 in the area 
of La Tronquera in the present municipality of 
Waspám (Montgomery Roper 2003). Most of the 
North American companies left the Coast during 
the 1940s, and by the 1960s the forests were largely 
depleted. Th e NIPCO was followed by the ATCH-
EMCO (Atlantic Chemical Company), which had 
a large pine resin factory in La Tronquera. In 1959 
a reforestation project, the Proyecto Forestal del 
Noreste, was started by the governmental agency 
INFONAC (Instituto Nacional de Fomento), sup-
ported by the FAO. Th e indigenous population has 
a very mixed view of the time of the companies. Ac-
cording to most people at the local level, this was 
a time of bonanza, when everyone had work and 
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was able to purchase products from the company 
stores: 
“In the Somoza time we had more liberty to use our re-
sources although the companies also took advantage of us 
and our resources, but today [with the Bosawás reserve] 
we have no right to use our resources, we feel much op-
pressed.” (territorial leader of Asang, Li Lamni Tasbaika 
Kum, November 2002).

Many people do not recognise the way the com-
panies took advantage of the local people and de-
pleted the natural resources. Th ey rather long for 
this time precisely because they had more access to 
commercial products. Vestiges of the mentality of 
the purchase society described by Helms (1971) are 
still seen in this day, as many common community 
members regard commercial products as more valu-
able than the environment in itself. Hence the cri-
tique towards the Bosawás reserve, that the above ci-
tation puts forth. Th e indigenous leaders are among 
the few who are critical of the company period, and 
who often struggle against the introduction of new 
companies. Th e awarding of a concession in an in-
digenous territory has to get the approval of the sín-
dico, but this is often not the practice, or the síndico 
is called to the INAFOR offi  ces at the last moment 
to sign the approval, and in these cases the síndico 
often does not notify the community at all of the 
approval he has given, causing internal community 
frictions. 

Th e reforestation project of the INFONAC had 
a total area of around 1 600 000 hectares, including 
around 200 000 hectares of communal lands, incor-
porated without the consultation of the communi-
ties (Vilas 1990: 137-139). Because of the lack of 
consultation, and as a resistance act toward restric-
tions imposed on logging in the communities, the 
communities developed a hostile attitude towards 
the INFONAC, an attitude which was to dominate 
the attitude of the indigenous people towards all the 
following governmental agencies in charge of land 
use and administration (such as the IRENA and 
MARENA). INFONAC prohibited the logging 
to the communities (Jenkins 1986: 293), a prohi-
bition in these days also applied by the MARENA 
in protected areas. Th e Miskitus responded to the 
restrictions imposed by INFONAC by recurring to 
the “weapons of the weak”, e.g by putting fi re to 
the state pine plantations (compare the term incen-
diarism used by Colchester (1996) for the reckless 
use of resources which local people no longer feel 
are theirs to care for). Th e communities protested 
against the arrogance and control and restrictions 
imposed on them by INFONAC, but not neces-

sarily against the exploitation of natural resources 
or against the presence of companies in themselves. 
According to Bryant (1997) one way of conceptu-
alising power in human-environment interactions is 
to consider the environment as a manifestation of 
power relations. In Nicaragua, patterns of control 
have involved powerful actors, such as the state and 
foreign and national companies, shaping the use of 
the resources through activities such as large-scale 
agriculture, logging, or mining. Th e local popula-
tion has resisted these patterns of control through 
patterns of resistance, normally related to the “ille-
gal” extraction of resources by the weak actors, such 
as incendiarism or illegal tree felling in national 
parks. 

As a way to calm down the resistance toward the 
INFONAC project, the agrarian institute IAN (In-
stituto Agrario Nacional) granted titles to 26 com-
munities in the area (Roldán Ortega 2000: 211). 
Th e Natural Resources Institute IRENA, estab-
lished in the Sandinista era as the successor of IN-
FONAC in the management of natural resources, 
also met local resistance and critique, as has been 
the case of its present successor, MARENA. In 1979 
the Sandinista forestry corporation CORFOP (Cor-
poración Forestal del Pueblo), declared concessions 
illegal. From 1990 onwards, the liberal government 
of Chamorro again started promoting policies of 
export-promotion. In 1991 the Equipe Enterprise 
from Taiwan was awarded a 267 000 ha concession 
in the RAAN for 30 years (Montgomery-Roper 
2003). Th is concession was given in secrecy, which 
led to protests from civil society, and to an annul-
ment of the concession. Th e state institute in charge 
of the administration of forest resources on national 
lands and the awarding of concessions on these is 
the ADFOREST (functioning under the MIFIC 
or Ministry of Industry and Commerce). On the 
Atlantic Coast, forestry concessions have been pro-
hibited since 1997 according to the law 222 (Ley 
de Suspensión de la Tramitación de Solicitudes 
de Otorgamiento de Concesiones y Contratos de 
Exploración y Explotación de los Recursos Natu-
rales), until the confusion between national and 
indigenous lands has been cleared up. Th ere are 
nevertheless many companies which receive large-
scale forestry contracts from the instance INAFOR. 
In many instances INAFOR has given contracts 
without the necessary permission of the municipal 
board, or without carrying through the necessary 
environmental impact assessments. Larger forestry 
operations or management plans (planes de manejo) 
have to have the permission of the regional council, 
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but these are often not contacted by the INAFOR 
offi  cials. Th e large companies are often able to evade 
taxes and control of their activities because of the 
lack of institutional interest and capacities to put 
these controls into eff ect. Even MARENA employ-
ees say that the big companies are “uncontrollable” 
although MARENA has the responsibility to exert 
the environmental control. Th e small producers feel 
they are unfairly attacked because they are often put 
under more control and supervision than the large 
companies and have to pay taxes and other payments 
even in order to market small amounts of resources. 
Th e poor are easily accused of the illegal logging, 
because it is diffi  cult to accuse armed and powerful 
actors. Th is causes much resistance to the law from 
the small producers who see the law as unfair. Th is 
feeling of being victims makes them propensive to 
rebellion through for example the illegal extraction 
of resources. In protected areas, the marketing of 
natural resources is prohibited, and in other areas 
local people also have to apply for permissions to 
market their natural resources. 

5.3.5. Corruption and poor state  
control

INAFOR has its main offi  ce on the RAAN in Bilwi 
and subsidiary offi  ces in Siuna, Rosita and Waspám, 
but these suff er from severe lack of personnel as the 
offi  ces fi nance their own operation merely through 
the timber extraction taxes and the fi nes from illegal 
timber extraction. Th e municipality of Bonanza has 
no offi  ce, because there is hardly any (legal) timber 
extraction from the municipality. Around 25% of 
the wood that is used and transformed circulating 
in the country, is not controlled by INAFOR out 
of institutional incapacity (La Prensa 2.9.2003). As 
the newspaper article states, in 2003, INAFOR only 
had 120 inspectors, which is way below the needs 
to inspect and control the three million hectares of 
forest. It is estimated for example that INAFOR 
manages to control only 65 000 metric tons of fi re-
wood annually, whereas it is estimated that 500 000 
metric tons annually circulate in commerce. Th is 
constitutes only 13% of the total, whereas the rest is 
used, transported and commercialised clandestinely 
(La Prensa 2.9.2003). 

Th e illegal logging consists both of clandestine 
and subsequently legalised logging. Th e illegal log-
gers operate by felling large quantities of trees with-
out any authorisation, and afterwards look for ways 

to legalise this wood by appealing to the discourse 
of being poor subsistence ranchers (La Prensa 
2.9.2003). INAFOR, which is fi nancially decon-
centrated, and dependent on the permits, fi nes and 
other transactions collected through its operations 
in the municipality, encourages the loggers to act 
illegally by selling them a permit legalising the al-
ready illegally felled wood, or even by selling wood 
confi scated by the police to the same or to other 
loggers. Many of the permits emitted after the fell-
ing are permits emitted in an earlier occasion, which 
have signs of alteration. Th ere are also cases of log-
gers photocopying permissions and altering them 
and presenting them together with a receipt of 
payed taxes from another institution, making every-
thing appear legal. For INAFOR, revenue collection 
is a higher priority than forestry law compliance, as 
in the words of an interviewee in Bonanza in No-
vember 2002: “[the delegate of Setab-Bosawás, Bo-
nanza] says that Inafor is the biggest off ender of the 
laws, they are only interested in the felled wood, 
not the standing trees”. Law enforcement is also a 
dangerous activity to government staff  because of 
armed gangs and drug traffi  ckers. 

A mestizo park ranger interviewed in El Hor-
miguero in October 2002 also commented that: 
“INAFOR does not take into consideration the rangers. 
Anyone who comes to Inafor to apply for a permit, is 
awarded one, but the Inafor offi  cials do not even know 
from where the wood is extracted, maybe close to a river 
and so on. Th e forestry management plans are not su-
pervised, which leads to illegal logging outside the area 
of the management plan. Inafor should send the permits 
to the rangers so the rangers could go to check out the 
area where the wood is to be extracted. Th e mayor’s offi  ce 
does not either have any interest whatsoever for environ-
mental matters.” 

Corruption is the major cause of illegal log-
ging and trade. Nicaragua was in 2002 ranked by 
Transparency International as the 21st most cor-
rupt country in the world. A lorry transporting a 
loadful of timber from Rosita to Managua has to 
pay USD 240 in the control posts (Richards et al. 
2003). Th e transportation is cheaper and quicker if 
carried through illegally by paying some extra fees 
to the personnel of the control posts and evading 
the payment of taxes to INAFOR. Th is way a for-
ester pays only USD 350 instead of USD 240+460. 
In the Bosawás region there are several forestry 
control posts of MARENA, but these have insuf-
fi cient personnel and the personnel are also subject 
to tempting bribes off ered by the extractors. Much 
of the illegally felled wood is exported along riv-
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ers in isolated regions far from the control posts. 
Th e illegal timber expropriated in the control posts 
is sold in public auctions, and although the mayor 
of Siuna told me in October 2002 that the mayor’s 
offi  ce never sells the timber to the same extractors 
from whom it was expropriated, there have been 
several occasions in diff erent parts of the country 
where this has occurred (Larson 2001). According 
to the executive director of the INAFOR in 2003 
(La Prensa 2.9.2003), over 70% of the traffi  c in 
wood is carried through clandestinely and through 
the alteration of documents. Rodríguez announced 
a plan of strategic multidisciplinary struggle among 
the MARENA, INAFOR, the police, the military, 
and civil society, to face the illegal traffi  c and exploi-
tation of wood. Th e plan includes installing micro-
chips and electronic plates in the trees, an operation 
fi nanced by the World Bank.

Another problem in the institutionality of the 
sector is that although INAFOR is deconcentrated, 
many of the permissions are given directly through 
the INAFOR offi  ce in Managua, leaving the mu-
nicipalities completely outside the process, without 
knowledge about the permissions given within their 
municipality. Th e problem the mayor’s offi  ces of-
ten have is that they do not have personnel with 
adequate education to carry out the environmental 
impact assessments in order to be able to make cor-
rect judgments of whether to extend permissions or 
not, and in many instances they give permissions 
where they should not have done so. Th ere are also 
constantly numerous complaints from private en-
trepreneurs, loggers, agriculturers, campesinos and 
indigenous communities against the excessive bu-
reaucracy of the state entities in charge of forestry 
issues. Th ere is a huge range of controls and bu-
reaucracy causing much lost time and eff ort for the 
users of the resources who want to act legally. Th e 
excessive bureaucracy is partly a result of the cen-
tralised nature of public administration (although 
decentralisation has occurred in recent years, such 
as the deconcentration of INAFOR to the munici-
pal level), and partly of the lack of spirit of service 
of the public servants. 

Fiscal decentralisation is still sagging behind in 
Nicaragua, although technical decisions regarding 
the forestry sector are more and more taken in the 
autonomous regions, despite the lack of correspond-
ing fi scal resources. MARENA has been excessively 
centralised, but has also recently been decentralised 
even though the decentralisation has not been fol-
lowed by adequate economic possibilities at the 
decentralised level. One of the problems regarding 

decentralisation in the autonomous regions is also 
that the central government has tended to support 
the municipal governments in the decentralisation 
process at the expense of neglecting the regional 
governments, provoking confl icts between the re-
gional and the central government. Th e local level 
has also been neglected and has not had enough 
power to resist the workings of state and multi-na-
tional interests. Th e multi-communal blocks in the 
indigenous territories, with their legal civil societies, 
the territorial associations, will hopefully turn out 
to be instances where the local communities can re-
ceive more power against state and multi-national 
agents in the forestry operations and against the il-
legal operations carried through in their territories. 
Th e communal and territorial leadership is however 
also weak and susceptible to corruption. Th e cor-
ruption and lack of control at various levels is there-
fore the most critical aspect in the management of 
forest resources

6. Bosawás – confl icts over a 
conservation space

6.1. Conservation regimes 

6.1.1. Park regimes   

Environmental conservation has been one of the ar-
eas of study which has most widely used political 
ecology approaches. Bryant (2000) analyses diff er-
ent agendas in political ecology concerning conser-
vation. One agenda emphasises how environmental 
conservation is similar to other natural resource ac-
tivities, and conservation is analysed as a coercive 
process of limiting local people’s access to the area. 
A second agenda stresses the role of alternative so-
cionatural arrangements with some degree of local 
resources management and control, such as that of 
community-based resource management, co-man-
agement and ancestral domains initiatives. A third 
agenda is based on the idea that biodiversity pro-
tection represents a new regime of accumulation 
by the elites who take advantage of the widespread 
environmental anxiety, such as ecotorurism and 
biodiversity prospecting. In this case study of the 
Bosawás Biosphere Reserve all of these agendas can 
be seen. Th e local people of Bosawás think that the 
founding and the management of the reserve has 
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been a coercive top-down process with hardly any 
local consultation. However in the past few years, 
local resource management has been emphasised in 
the reserve management, and the principle of co-
management between the state and the indigenous 
people has gained ground. Despite local participa-
tion, local people still say that the state institution 
SETAB managing the reserve, as well as the NGOs 
working within the reserve, are only accumulating 
wealth for themselves through the international as-
sistance, and that they live like parasites off  the in-
digenous people.

Hardin’s (1968) now much criticised theory of 
the tragedy of the commons argued that collective 
use of natural resources inevitably results in the deg-
radation of the shared resource, and that enclosure 
through privatisation or external control was neces-
sary for eff ective long-term resource management. 
Up to the 1970s, the most common form of con-
servation was therefore the protectionist, where the 
local people were excluded from the management 
(Attwell & Cotterill 2000). “Western” models of 
protected areas are often focused on wilderness pres-
ervation and the discourses legitimate the protec-
tion of the global commons above other concerns. 
Th is conservationist model emerged in nineteenth-
century North America and Europe (it was sparked 
by the creation of the Yosemite national park in 
1864 and Yellowstone park in 1872), and it asserts 
the inherent value of natural resources, as opposed 
to focusing narrowly on their utility in accumulat-
ing wealth (Pfeff er et al. 2001). Park protection 
promoted as a mechanism to protect the ‘common 
good’ is an attempt to extend the “Western” con-
servationist model over local people who have no 
direct control over or participation in the manage-
ment of these protectionist spaces. As this Western 
model and its claims to represent the global good 
are of a constructed nature, it can be expected that 
local people will challenge these representations of 
universal global interests and contest them with 
development or economic needs (Campell 2002, 
Pfeff er et al. 2001). Park rules limiting access to 
resources create conditions of relative scarcity and 
uncertainty about future access. Under park rules, 
individuals’ access to resources is less certain than in 
common-property systems, which typically predate 
park regulatory regimes (Baland & Platteau 1996, 
Pfeff er et al. 2001) and local residents may try to 
gain individual property rights in order to ensure 
their access to the resources. 

Th e major strategy adopted by Th ird World 
countries to conserve natural resources has tradition-

ally been to withdraw them from the public domain 
into the supposedly protective hands of the state as 
government-owned and managed reserves, some-
thing elaborated on for example by Alcorn (1993) 
concerning the “myth of the noble state”. Th is has 
led to direct confl ict with traditional resource us-
ers, exacerbated by the incapacity of governments 
to protect the resources out of fi nancial and techni-
cal constraints and lack of interest. State-controlled 
resource management, designed to provide protec-
tion of the resources, more often on the contrary 
led to open access situations and resulting degrada-
tion. When the management system evolves from a 
common rights or common property regime, with a 
community regulated system of use, to an open ac-
cess regime, where no rules of use exist but everyone 
pursues his own profi t at the cost of the common 
resource, the conservation measures can in fact have 
the opposite eff ect of degrading the resources (Bal-
and & Platteau 1996).

Exclusion of impoverished people from their 
means of survival, sometimes with the use of mili-
tary force, was realised to be unjust and ineff ective 
in the protectionist model of conservation, and lead-
ing into encroachment into protected boundaries 
and poaching of conserved resources (Wilshusen et 
al. 2002). National parks have often been superim-
posed on other institutions, and have either replaced 
or subsumed pre-existing communal management 
structures. Local resource management is guided by 
communal values, norms and obligations regarding 
the use of resources, whereas park management re-
gimes are based on introduced values, norms and 
obligations that constrain local practices (Campell 
2002). Although these regimes are assumed to rep-
resent global interests, they often confl ict with more 
immediate local needs. Th e national sovereignty 
over natural resources is also challenged by the con-
nections between the international and national 
environmental policies. National legislation often 
recognises multiculturalism and indigenous peo-
ples’ rights in the management of natural resources 
in their territories, which implies that these peoples 
can challenge the state’s power in resource manage-
ment by dealing directly with transnational corpo-
rations. Th e states therefore try to refuse indigenous 
peoples’ rights of autonomy, self-determination and 
territorial control in practice so as not to lose their 
sovereignty over natural resources and the environ-
ment.

In Central America, the number of protected 
areas increased from 30 in 1970 to 411 in 1997 
(Nygren 2004a: 189). According to a UNEP study 
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presented at the Fifth World Parks Congress in Dur-
ban, South Africa, many of the 2267 zones under 
protective legislation in Latin America and the Car-
ibbean exist only on the paper, without the provi-
sions being applied in practice (TIERRAMERICA 
16.09.2003). Rather than attempting to overcome 
limitations in the management of protected areas, 
governments often prefer to rely on non-enforce-
ment of conservation rules to avoid or reduce ten-
sions (Campell 2002). According to the UNEP, 
nearly 25% of Latin American territory is under 
some sort of nature protection legislation, but just 
a half-dollar per hectare goes towards management 
and monitoring of these areas. Amend and Amend 
(1995) have indicated that in South America, 86% 
of national parks are inhabited by local populations, 
most of them indigenous or traditional peoples prac-
tising subsistence economies. It is acknowledged 
that the objectives of protected areas and the need 
of indigenous peoples to protect their lands, territo-
ries and resources from external threats are closely 
linked (Stevens 1997, Gibson & Agrawal 2001). In 
many cases the establishment of protected areas has 
aff ected the rights, interests and livelihoods of indig-
enous peoples and resulted in persistent confl icts, 
and it has been realised that sustainable conserva-
tion can more probably be achieved if the objectives 
of protected areas do not violate the rights of these 
peoples. It is widely acknowledged that successful 
implementation of conservation programmes can 
only be guaranteed on a long term basis when the 
indigenous people are involved in the management 
of these programmes (Stevens 1997). 

6.1.2. Community-based   
conservation systems  

Property rights regimes can be divided into four 
groups: open access, state property, communal prop-
erty and private property (Mäkelä 1999). Th e crea-
tion of national parks and reserves on indigenous 
lands has been a very particular form of usurpation 
of indigenous lands, where the normative and regu-
lative power of the state limits the resource use and 
management of the indigenous peoples over their 
traditional lands. State property has failed to achieve 
proper conservation outcomes, as the Th ird World 
states rarely have the necessary mechanisms of law 
enforcement and control needed to eff ectively con-
serve the state managed property, turning them in 
the practice into open access regimes where nobody 

regulates the resource use. In the past decades, the 
protectionist approaches to conservation, where the 
land and resources are regarded as state property, 
have been largely taken over by conservation mod-
els based on common property regimes, such as the 
Community-based Conservation (CBC) projects, 
which take into account local livelihoods concerns. 
Th is new protected areas paradigm focuses on social 
sensitivity and inclusiveness, fl exibility in approach-
es, and integration with local development aspira-
tions (Oviedo 2002:1-2). For indigenous peoples 
and other resource-dependent local communities, 
the greatest concern in protected areas management 
is the recognition of self-determination and territo-
rial rights, and the recognition of the political char-
acter of protected areas. 

CBC-approaches have in the past years become 
a guiding concern in the management of Bosawás. 
Common property regimes are created when mem-
bers of a group agree to limit individual claims on 
resources in the expectation that others will do the 
same. CBC recognises the rights of local communi-
ties to ownership of the natural resources and strives 
to empower them in implementing resource man-
agement initiatives incorporating the indigenous 
knowledge and practices of the local communities. 
Current theory describes common property not 
as unrestrained resource use, but as an institution 
of self-governance that evolves when participating 
groups’ members agree to impose limits on their 
individual claims and to share rights and duties to-
wards a resource (Johnson & Nelson 2004). It is a 
system of shared private property with clear bound-
aries, rights, and management and use rules. It 
confers a “bundle of rights and obligations” on the 
community that holds the title (Alcorn 1996: 241). 
Common property regimes are constructed for the 
management of the so-called commonpool resources, 
such as forests, grasslands, arable land, fi sheries, ani-
mal populations and waters (Lu 2001). Lu describes 
common property as lying between private property 
and open access on the scale of resource regimes.

CBC or CBNRM (Community-based Natural 
Resources Management) approaches have been pro-
moted in Bosawás by the international founders of 
the reserve, and the term and practice has been of-
fi cially incorporated in the management plan of the 
offi  cial reserve management SETAB. Indigenous 
representatives participated in the drafting of the 
management plan, which was then recognised by 
MARENA and the leaders of the indigenous ter-
ritories of the reserve. Th e land use plans of the 
indigenous territories elaborated in the 1990s with 
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the aid of international donors such as the TNC 
(Th e Nature Conservancy) were incorporated in the 
management plan with some modifi cations. Th e 
problem however is that the land use plans are not 
well known by ordinary community members, but 
rather mainly by the leaders, even though many of 
the norms are traditional land use norms followed 
in the communities (for example norms about how 
many animals of diff erent species can be hunted). 
Another problem in the management plan is that 
settler subsistence farmers and cattle ranchers within 
the buff er zone have not participated in the drafting 
of the management plan, and are rather marginal-
ised and non-informed of the reserve issues. One 
of the principles behind CBC-approaches is that 
local communities gain more decision-making and 
control in the park management, but as Li (2000b) 
states, in the practice CBC might serve to intensify 
state control, leading to local resistance.

6.2. Th e territorial context of Bosawás

6.2.1. Th e local context of Bosawás

Bosawás is an interesting area for this study in that 
it has recently presented three sorts of territorial 
confl icts; those between indigenous communities, 
between the indigenous people and mestizo settlers, 
and between the local communities and the Bosawás 
Biosphere Reserve project. Bosawás is part of the 
largest humid rainforest in Central America, with 
a huge biological diversity. According to Kaimowitz 
et al. (2003), in 1996, 77% of the area was humid 
tropical broadleaf forest, with the remainder being 
converted into pastures and farmland. Th e reserve 
is located in the frontier region of Nicaragua and 
Honduras and is the area declared by both countries 
in 2001 as the Heart of the Mesoamerican Biologi-
cal Corridor, planned to gain the UNESCO-MAB 
status of trans-frontier Biosphere Reserve, constitut-
ed by the Bosawás reserve in Nicaragua and the Río 
Plátano Bioshere Reserve, the Tawahka Anthropo-
logical Reserve, and the Río Patuca National Park in 
Honduras (Plan de Manejo 2002). Th is region rep-
resents the largest protected area complex of tropical 
mountain moist forest north of the Amazon basin. 
As a cluster of existing protected areas, the region 
includes the Saslaya National Park, a complex of old 
volcanic peaks known as ‘Cerro Saslaya’ and other 
peaks, the highest of which is Cerro Kilambé with 
an altitude of 1750 metres above sea level (Plan de 

Manejo 2002). Bosawás is a hilly area, covered with 
tropical humid forest, tropical cloud forest and pine 
savannas. Th e biodiversity is extremely rich, with 
many rare or endangered species. 

Th e fi rst park created in the current Bosawás area 
was the Cerro Saslaya National Park in 1969. Dur-
ing the war in the 1980s, almost the whole popula-
tion in the area was relocated to Honduras and the 
forest remained largely outside the sphere of human 
intervention. After 1990, the relocated communi-
ties were repatriated, and so called ‘development 
poles’ were established in depopulated areas in order 
to supply former Contra fi ghters with land. Among 
these development poles were the communities of 
Ayapal in Cuá-Bocay and El Naranjo in Waslala, 
both in the Bosawás reserve. Many former FSLN 
fi ghters were also resettled in areas in the southern 
part of the reserve, such as in the community of El 
Hormiguero in Siuna. Jaime Incer, a wellknown 
Nicaraguan conservationist, realised the impending 
threat on the forests in the early 1990s, and started 
pressuring for the establishment of a larger park con-
tiguous with the Saslaya Park. In 1991, president 
Violeta Barrios de Chamorro signed presidential 
decree 44-91, which created the Bosawás National 
Natural Resource Reserve, the largest protected area 
in Central America (Plan de Manejo 2002). Th e 
reserve was created on paper almost overnight as 
an attempt to control the spontaneous migration 
that increased dramatically since the return of peace 
in the region in 1990. As Kaimowitz et al. (2003) 
point out, the reserve was however in eff ect a paper 
park and a ‘non-state’ space without any real eff ec-
tive government control. Th e central government 
did not really govern the area they had declared a 
reserve, probably did not own it, and certainly did 
not ‘possess’ it in any real sense (Kaimowitz et al. 
2003). Th e eastern part of the area was furthermore 
under the jurisdiction of the RAAN regional gov-
ernment thus creating an overlapping of jurisdic-
tions, as the protected areas are according to law to 
be managed and administered by the state (central 
government). Th eoretically, the state had also in the 
1987 Autonomy Statute and the renewed Constitu-
tion of the same year, recognised the rights of the 
indigenous people to the land and resources in the 
area. However, local people were not even consulted 
on the designation of the area as a reserve, but rather 
returned from exile in Honduras to fi nd out that 
they were now living within a reserve. 

Th e management of the reserve is complicated 
by the fact that there are multiple levels of jurisdic-
tion and overlapping structures of governance, in-
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cluding the central government, municipal and re-
gional governments, and the indigenous territories. 
Th ere are several administrative regions involved in 
the governance, including two regions (of which 
the RAAN is autonomous and the department of 
Jinotega non-autonomous), eight municipalities, 
of which some are entirely within the reserve and 
others only partially, six indigenous territories, only 
partly overlapping with the reserve boundaries, one 
area in dispute between the indigenous territories 
and mestizo settlements, and other areas under 
mestizo settlement. Th ere are further discrepan-
cies between the legislation granting MARENA the 
right to administer Bosawás and the Municipal Law 
granting the municipalities rights in environmen-
tal regulation. Altogether eight municipalities are 
in their totality within Bosawás (in the beginning 
there were only seven, and not the municipalities in 
their entirety). All these diff erent areas of infl uence, 
coupled with the infl uence of armed groups that 
was felt until a few years ago and the infl uence of 
development agencies and ecclesiastic groups, create 
highly complex and changing power structures.

Th e core zone of the reserve covers 7400 km² 
of tropical moist forest (Plan de Manejo 2002). Its 
buff er zone includes the municipalities of Bonanza, 
Siuna, Waspám, Waslala in the RAAN, and Wiwilí 
and Cuá-Bocay in the departments of Jinotega and 
Nueva Segovia. Th e total area of these municipali-
ties is 23000 km² (almost a sixth of the Nicaraguan 
territory), and houses around a quarter of a million 
people, of whom around 25 000 are indigenous 
(Plan de Manjeo 2002). Th e Miskitu population 
resides along the Coco River, whereas the May-
angnas inhabit the banks of the Waspuk, Lakus, 
Bambana and Wawa rivers. Th e mestizo population 
have mainly populated the south-western parts of 
the reserve, especially the areas belonging to the Ji-
notega department. According to the FISE (Fondo 
de Inversión Social de Emergencia) (2000), all the 
municipalities within Bosawás belong to the mu-
nicipalities with severe poverty. 

Of the area of the core zone, 85% is within 
the indigenous territories. During the early 1990s, 
countermapping projects were carried out by for-
eign NGOs to demarcate the six territories of the 
Miskitu and Mayangna communities. Th e process 
was started in 1994 with the demarcation of the ter-
ritory of Mayangna Sauni As (the fi rst territory of 
the Mayangna) and concluded in 1999 with the ter-
ritory of Li Lamni Tasbaika Kum. Th e communities 
were also assisted in forming new territorial associa-
tions and in working for the offi  cial recognition of 

these. In 2001, during Alemán’s presidency, the de-
marcation and limits of the indigenous territories of 
Bosawás was offi  cially recognised by INETER, the 
Institute of Territorial Studies. Th e territories are 
Miskitu Indian Tasbaika Kum (in the municipali-
ties of Wiwilí and Cuá-Bocay), Kipla Sait Tasbaika 
(Waspám and Cuá-Bocay), Li Lamni Tasbaika Kum 
(Waspám), Mayangna Sauni As (Bonanza, Cuá-Bo-
cay and Waspám), Mayangna Sauni Bu (Wiwilí and 
Cuá-Bocay), and Mayangna Sauni Bas or Sikilta 
(Bonanza, Siuna and Cuá-Bocay). I had the oppor-
tunity in 2001 and 2002 to visit all of the territo-
ries on a journey through Bosawás. Th e territorial 
demarcations are based on traditional areas of dif-
ferent Mayangna and Miskitu groups of extensive 
families. Th e territory of Sikilta, or Mayangna Sauni 
Bas, only consists of the community of Sikilta, the 
only indigenous community within the munici-
pality of Siuna. Th e other territories are inside the 
municipalities of Bonanza, Waslala, Wiwilí and 
Waspám. Th e territory of Li Lamni Tasbaika Kum 
is the one with the largest number of communi-
ties (26). Th e territories of Mayangna Sauni As and 
Mayangna Sauni Bu are Mayangna, whereas Kipla 
Sait Tasbaika, Miskito Indian Tasbaika Kum and Li 
Lamni Tasbaika Kum are predominantly Miskitu. 
Although the territories have traditionally existed in 
the territorial conceptions and practices of the com-
munities, they were not clearly delineated and de-
marcated until the 1990s. Th e lack of political will 
of the state has been manifest in its unwillingness 
to emit titles to the indigenous territories although 
they were recognised by MARENA as offi  cial indig-
enous territories in 2002 in the reserve management 
plan. Th e titles were fi nally emitted in May 2005

Th e traditional indigenous territorial conception 
is based on the rivers; every person can say which 
bend of which river one territory ends and another 
starts. Th e areas further away from the rivers have 

Figure 11. Travelling in a ‘pipante’ in the Kipla Sait 
Tasbaika Kum territory.
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however not been clearly spatially defi ned or delim-
ited earlier. Th ese areas of infrequent use have tra-
ditionally been spaces of common use between the 
territories, and during the demarcation processes the 
delimitation of the border regions gave rise to sever-
al disputes. Sometimes the confl icts were so diffi  cult 
to manage and the boundaries so diffi  cult to draw, 
that commonly used areas were designated. Before 
the demarcation process, the communities did not 
feel they had the necessity to demarcate, everything 
was theirs de facto and confl icts over resources were 
not too frequent. With the designation of the re-
serve, however, the communities were forced to 
demarcate their territories in order to defend their 
claims against the Nicaraguan state, and to gain 
a position in the management of the reserve. Th e 
population growth especially in the municipalities 
within Bosawás and in the mining region (Siuna, 
Rosita, Bonanza) accelerated from the beginning of 
the 1990s, partly because of the relocation of com-
munities after the war, but mostly because of the 
intensifi cation of the agricultural frontier, through 
which a growing number of mestizos have settled 
in the region.

Th e aims of the Bosawás Reserve are both to 
conserve the biodiversity of the area and to pro-
tect the cultural heritage of the indigenous people 
resident there. Th e reserve is zonated into a core 
zone for protection use offi  cially with little or no 
human infl uence; a buff er zone surrounding this, 
where only low impact activities are allowed; and 
a transition zone, the outer zone where the sustain-
able use of resources by communities is encouraged. 
Although the core zone should be strictly protected, 
this is in practice not the case in Bosawás, where 
an estimated 25 000 people, most of them indig-
enous, reside inside the core zone. One of the most 
forested and protected areas is the “green area” of 
the six indigenous territories within the core zone, 
under the name of Waula. Waula (meaning boa), 
is a term referring to the geographical limits of the 
rivers Waspuk, Amak, Ulí, Lakus and Upper (Alto) 
Coco. It is a zone proposed by the indigenous terri-
tories as a zone of conservation. Other core zones of 
conservation are the natural reserves Cerro Saslaya 
in the municipality of Siuna and Cola Blanca, Cerro 
Bolivia and Cerro Banacruz in Bonanza. 

Th e biosphere reserve model of the Man and the 
Biosphere Program (MAB) of the UNESCO, to 
which Bosawás conforms, is a specifi c conservation 
regime which attempts to unite state and communi-
ty interests and to address economic as well as social 
and environmental needs. Th is model was devel-

oped in the 1970s as an alternative to the prevailing 
conservation models of the time (UNESCO’s…). 
Conservation was at this time seen as a technical 
issue and it was believed that scientifi c research and 
resource management would solve the environmen-
tal problems. Th e UNESCO-MAB World Network 
of Biosphere Reserves focuses on combining con-
servation, development and research/education ob-
jectives, and by applying a zonation system, which 
includes a protected core area, a surrounding buff er 
zone, and an outer transition area, which may be 
integrated into regional planning (UNESCO’s…). 
Th e diff erent zones, alternately called nuclear zone, 
the multiple use zone, and the buff er zone, each have 
diff erent ecological functions, uses and manage-
ment structures. Humans are permitted to practice 
appropriate and sustainable land-use in the multiple 
use and buff er zones, while the nuclear zone is to 
remain free from human intervention. 

In order to ensure that biosphere reserves be-
come models of sustainable development in action, 
their management plans are to include a system of 
integrated rural development projects (Sundberg 
1998b). Governments are often incapable of fi nanc-
ing the type of projects needed to accomplish the 
model’s conservation and development goals. For 
example structural adjustment programmes severely 
limit the amount of public funds. In many cases 
NGOs take on the role of the state in providing the 
social services that the governments are incapable of 
delivering. 

Th e Comisión Nacional de Bosawás (CNB), in-
tegrating the reserve management and various lo-
cal authorities, amongst them a leader from every 
indigenous territory, is an organ of obligatory con-
sultation in the reserve management. Th e practical 
management is the mandate of SETAB, the Secre-
taría Técnica de Bosawás, a deconcentrated depend-
ency of MARENA, the Ministry of Natural Re-
sources and the Environment. Th e mayor’s offi  ces in 
the municipalities belonging to the reserve have the 
faculty to elaborate Ordenanzas Municipales, mu-
nicipal environmental decrees, through which they 
establish land use norms in their respective munici-
palities. Th ese ordenanzas must be in terms with the 
general guidelines of the management plan. 

Th e objectives in the core zone are to protect and 
conserve the biological and socio-cultural diversity, 
to control the less altered ecosystems and to carry 
out research and other activities of little impact. Th e 
core zone is formed of the limits of the protected ar-
eas Bosawás, Cerro Cola Blanca, Cerro Bana Cruz, 
Macizo de Peñas Blancas, Cerro Kilambé and the 
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national park Cerro Saslaya (Plan de Manejo 2002). 
Th e core zone is divided into zones of diff erent land 
use; agricultural, frequent and infrequent hunting 
and collection, small-scale mineral extraction, pro-
tection of ravines and springs, and conservation. In 
the core zone the main productive activity is migra-
tory agriculture in a system of fallows. Th e crops 
are rice, maize, beans, yucca, quequisque, pineapple, 

citrus fruits, sugar cane, coconut, plantains, bananas 
and cocoa. Th ere are local rules of protecting the 
watersheds by not practicing agriculture close to the 
rivers, and of maintaining off  season limits for hunt-
ing. Th ere is a growing interest for cattle husbandry 
and the rearing of pigs, poultry and horses. Few 
families in the communities have cattle, and usually 
these families only have one or a few cattle. Many 

Figure 12. Th e core zone of the Bosawás Biosphere Reserve and its indigenous territories
(Source: Plan de Manejo Territorial 1999 and Plan de Manejo 2002).
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families have some pigs and a number of around ten 
chickens. Only a few families in the communities 
own horses. Small-scale gold panning is usually car-
ried through in the dry months. 

Th e mestizos in the buff er zone mainly subsist 
on growing rice, beans and corn, and raising cat-
tle. Although the Bosawás region only had 2000 
heads of cattle in 2003 (Kaimowitz et al. 2003), 
the ownership of cattle is the aspiration of practi-
cally all mestizos, and in a growing degree also of 
the indigenous people. Some communities also rely 
on logging as an important part of their livelihood. 
Th e objectives of the SETAB in the buff er zone and 
transition zones are to carry out sustainable devel-
opment projects through inter-institutional coor-
dination. Th e zones are limited by the core zone 
and the municipal limits of the eight municipalities 
within the reserve. More information is required for 
the buff er zone to be zoned. Th e Siuna and Bonan-
za municipalities have better access to information 
and have initiated the process of municipal plan-
ning (Ordenamiento Territorial Municipal) through 
the following of municipal land use plans (POTEM, 
Plan de Ordenamiento Territorial Municipal) and the 
Ordenanzas Municipales.

Th e biosphere model of conservation has shown 
limitations in regard to the indigenous life of Bo-
sawás. Th e actual areas under strict conservation 
are small, and the core zone even has human popu-
lations. Of the almost 8000 km² constituting the 
core zone, the director of SETAB in an interview in 
October 2002 estimated that 60-70 % is still con-
served. Th is area could be classifi ed as core zone of 
intangible use. According to the director, the zon-
ing concepts should be reformulated or the reality 
should be converted to adjust to the theoretical con-
cept of core zone. 

Lynagh & Urich (2002) analyse certain prob-
lematic issues in the biosphere reserve models. By 
overlooking the environmental and social costs of 
expanding protected areas, more land may actually 
become degraded than less. People living outside 
the core areas may be forced to overuse resources in 
the buff er area because earlier used resources in the 
core area are strictly controlled. In Bosawás, many 
conservation projects are however carried out in the 
buff er area, which off ers promises to the future use 
of resources there. Th e core zone is poorly control-
led except at the borders of the core zone, where the 
control posts are located. Lynagh and Ulrich also 
state that traditional and local knowledge is in very 
limited use in the management of protected areas. 
Th is is a problem that has been tackled in Bosawás. 

For example during my stay in the core zone in the 
community of Musawás in 2002, a medicinal plant 
project was being carried out with foreign funds, 
and the village elders were the main informants in 
the project. Traditional knowledge has also been 
used in the management plan of the reserve. 

Lynagh and Ulrich (2002) also point out that 
the limited benefi ts the local people get from the 
biosphere reserve management is unlikely to change 
the behaviour of local people towards the use of re-
sources. Instead of improving the security of tenure 
in the buff er zones, the projects extend state author-
ity to the buff er area, highlighting the insecurity 
of resource tenure in this area. Even though inte-
grated conservation and development projects are 
presented as participatory, local people usually have 
very limited knowledge of them and little participa-
tion in their design. Th e long history of seeing tra-
ditional peoples as primitive, furthermore inhibits 
the participation of these in the management. Th e 
problems of security of tenure in Bosawás have been 
tackled mainly within the core zone in the indig-
enous territories, but both the core zone and the 
buff er zone have serious tenure disputes and inclari-
ties. Th e participative development projects in both 
the core and buff er zones are limited in participa-
tion – practically only the community leaders are 
actively participating, while most of the community 
members have very poor knowledge of the projects 
carried out.

6.2.2. Confl icts between local   
people and settlers   

Th e fi rst mestizos moved to the Bosawás area prior to 
the 1950s to work in the mining and banana compa-
nies. Increasing immigration began after the 1950s, 
and especially in the 1970s, to cease during the war 
in the 1980s. From the war in the 1980s until 2002, 
several armed movements were active inside the re-
serve. Many of the demands of the movements fo-
cused on access to the land and natural resources of 
the region. Th e armed movements also aff ected how 
other people used natural resources in the region by 
“taxing” or regulating resource use or by discourag-
ing certain types of investment through the threat 
of violence (Kaimowitz 2002). Prior to the 1980s, 
most mestizos in the present-day Bosawás Biosphere 
Reserve region lived either in small villages in the 
agricultural frontier areas of Cuá-Bocay, Waslala, 
and Wiwilí or in the mining towns of Bonanza and 
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Siuna. Th e agricultural frontier areas were largely in 
the most western and southern parts of the region. 
During the 1980s, the war forced many people to 
fl ee the area and the resources were left in peace for 
some time. 

After the end of the war, demobilised Sandinista 
soldiers and former Contra fi ghters were relocated 
in the area and new roads were built, increasing the 
value of the local resources. Tens of thousands of 
mestizo farmers and ranchers settled in the agricul-
tural frontier villages and towns of Cuá-Bocay, Siu-
na, Waslala, and Wiwilí (Stocks 1998). Some were 
attracted to the region with the dream of clearing 
forest to plant crops and pasture, even though much 
of the land was of poor quality. Th e mahogany, 
Spanish cedar, and other timber resources attracted 
the interest of multinational companies and loggers 
from the Nicaraguan Pacifi c. Mining and logging 
companies, small-scale mestizo miners and loggers 
and indigenous people competed for control over 
timber and gold. Th e declaration of the Bosawás 
Biosphere Reserve and the arrival of international 
conservation projects generated further confl icts 
with both mestizos and indigenous communities. 
Th e Bosawás decree from 1991 allows settlers who 
have arrived before this year to stay in the core zone, 
whereas those who have arrived later are supposed 
to leave. Th e existence of the decree however has 
had practically no eff ect on limiting migration, as 
people settle with or without the existence of Bo-
sawás. Th e designation of a protected area has even 
incentivated settling, because people see this land as 
free and open for colonisation.   

Th e state has had scarce fi nancial and managerial 
resources to implement the conservation objectives 
and to assist the indigenous population in defend-
ing their land against the growing incursions of 
mestizo settlers. Th e settling has become especially 
strong in the 1990s after the end of the war and 
with the establishment of development poles and 
the construction of the few roads in the region. Ac-
cording to Stocks (2003: 348), within four years 
after the creation of the reserve, 1400 mestizo fami-
lies had settled in the reserve. Th e average annual 
growth of the mestizo population in the Bosawás 
area was estimated at 5.7% during the period of 
1961-1996, and 5.5% for the decade of 1986-1996 
(Castro et al. 1996), which was much higher than 
the average in Nicaragua (3.06%) a few years later 
or of the growth rate of the indigenous people in 
Bosawás (3.5% according to Kaimowitz et al 2003). 
According to Kaimowitz et al, during the early years 
of the present decade, the mestizo population grew 

by 17% annually. Th ere are constant confl icts be-
tween the mestizo and the indigenous communities, 
who see the mestizos as forest destructors encroach-
ing and intruding on their ancestral lands. Th e con-
fl icts are generally more severe in the buff er zone, 
where mestizo penetration has been more intense. 
Th ere are nevertheless severe confl icts in the core 
zones too. 

In the past few years, a confl ict between the 
“new” settlers (colonos nuevos) inside the Saslaya 
national park in Siuna and the Cerro Bolivia na-
tional park in Bonanza has been escalating. In these 
areas, hundreds of new settlers have settled in the 
past years and are causing much deforestation in the 
core zones through illegal tree felling and the plant-
ing of marijuana. Most of the settlers are small-scale 
loggers and marijuana growers, who are better-off  
people from the Pacifi c. Th e municipal govern-
ments and civil society organisations together with 
the indigenous organisations and the police have 
been trying to fi nd a solution to the illegal settling 
and the settlers are currently threatened with evic-
tion by the armed forces. At times the park rangers 
are physically threatened by the settlers, who often 
carry weapons and in many cases have been mem-
bers in armed groups.

During my fi eldwork in 2002, the territory of 
Mayangna Sauni As was experiencing confl icts with 
some settlers who had bought land from a settler 
who had settled in the area in 1994, and had been 
allowed to stay with the condition that he take on 
the role as a guardian of the frontier, and keep the 
indigenous people informed of any presence of out-
siders. In the 1980s, this mestizo was involved in 
a confl ict with the community of Sikilta in Siuna, 
because of having intruded into the territory and 
having sold land to other settlers. His later presence 
in Mayangna Sauni As did not give rise to confl ict 
until the year 1999 and onwards, when he started 
selling land to a few other settler families. With the 
revaloration of the territory brought about since the 
early 1990s through the activities of international 
NGOs such as the TNC, the indigenous people 
have started to assert more strongly their exclusive 
territorial rights in the core zone of Bosawás. 

In 1999, the territorial association of Mayangna 
Sauni As, Masaku, started to work an agreement 
with the settler with the intervention of the mu-
nicipal council of Bonanza. A series of meetings and 
negotiations were carried through by the Bonanza 
municipal environmental committee during 2001 
and 2002, integrating actors such as the SETAB 
offi  ce, the mayor’s offi  ce, the police, local NGOs, 
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and indigenous leaders from the Mayangna Sauni 
As territory to search for a solution to the invasion 
and selling of land by the settler. In October 2001, 
Masaku and the municipal environmental com-
mittee (CAM) decided to evict the campesinos, but 
there existed the problem of armed groups so they 
could not enter at that time to evict them. At this 
time the mestizo settling had according to the indig-
enous leaders, the objective of carrying out a sort of 
census on the indigenous communities to see how 
many Mayangna there were, in order to claim the 
land of these if the Mayangna were considered too 
few in relation to the land area. In October 2002, 
the CAM again had a meeting to plan the eviction, 
and at the end of 2002 a decision had been taken 
to evict the settlers with the help of the police and 
military. Th e major problem in deciding about evic-
tions is that the settlers have most often cleared land 
and established farms, built houses and in other 
ways institutionalised their place through claiming 
their rights to the land through this system of mejo-
ras. Th e settlers are willing to leave the indigenous 
areas as long as they are given land elsewhere, or at 
least receive some compensation for their mejoras, 
requirements that for the impoverished municipal 
governments are impossible to fulfi ll. 

Th e “new” settlers have entered the Bosawás 
reserve mainly in the latter part of the 1990s, al-
though beginning with the year 1990 with the 
peace agreements and through the establishment of 
new development poles in the western buff er zone 
(municipalities of Cuá-Bocay, Wiwilí and Waslala) 
(Mairena & Oberfrank 2001). Most of the settlers 
have however migrated through spontaneous migra-
tion since this time. Most of the new settlers inside 
the core zone are second-stage migrants from these 
development poles and they invite other relatives 
from these areas to join them in the new settling 
areas. With a mere 200 córdobas (around 10 Euros), 
a manzana of land can be purchased in the reserve. 
Th e land speculators can sell a plot for up to 3000 
manzanas to anybody, and then enter further into 
the reserve in search of new plots. Th e escalating 
confl icts exist not only between the new settlers and 
the Indians, but on a large scale also between the 
new settlers and the old ones (mestizos who came 
to the area mainly during the 1950s-1970s, and are 
now considered costeños. Th ese are often referred 
to as “vivientes” (residents) or “originarios”). Both 
the local mestizos and the Indians share a negative 
attitude towards the new settlers because they are 
regarded as forest destructors. Th e mestizos who set-
tled prior to the 1980s, largely intermixed with the 

indigenous people, and new interethnic communi-
ties were formed. Th e relations between the old mi-
grants and the Indians have mostly been good, but 
this is not the case between the new migrants and 
the local people. 

During my fi eldwork in 2002, I was also in-
formed about illegal settlers inside the Cerro Saslaya 
national park within the core zone of Bosawás 
and about a planned eviction of these settlers and 
squatters. Th e settlers inside the park are aware of 
its status as a protected area, but because of the in-
stitutional defi ciencies in implementing the conser-
vation programmes and guarding the frontiers of 
the reserve, people easily enter the area and build 
temporary shelters and little by little start clearing 
land for mejoras. Some of these settlers extract tim-
ber illegally, but the majority are poor campesinos 
who subsist on small-scale farming. Th e planting of 
marijuana has become a serious problem in the re-
gion in the past years. Many of the park rangers are 
afraid of entering the area because of threats from 
the settlers. At the time of my fi eldwork, the mu-
nicipal council and the SETAB offi  ce in Siuna were 
in a dilemma about what to do with the settlers. 
Th e offi  cials know the settlers are poor and many 
of them are in need of land (although there are also 
settlers who out of greed have entered “virgin” land 
to occupy it for speculative purposes). However, the 
offi  cials are not in favour of compensating the set-
tlers for their mejoras or giving them land elsewhere, 
because this policy would only foment the same col-
onisation process and turn it into a vicious circle as 
new settlers would continue to invade the area with 
the hope of being compensated. An employee of the 
German development programme GTZ-Bosawás 
explained to me in November 2002:
“A month ago we carried out an evaluation, according to 
the census, in Saslaya there are more or less 300 [settler] 
families. And this area of less than 500 km² is seriously 
aff ected, and in reality a change in the management sys-
tem of the park in terms of tangible and intangible zones 
has already been considered, because this is a reality. Th e 
same thing happens with the people of Bonanza. Now 
there are serious problems with invasions from the Rosita 
area of people who are not from Bosawás, but who are 
destroying, are consuming the resources of Bosawás.”  

According to more recent information from the 
national newspaper La Prensa (9.5.2003), 600 fami-
lies lived inside the Saslaya Park illegally. At the fi rst 
stage of the planned eviction, MARENA planned to 
move 81 families who had resided there since 2002. 
Th ere were rumours of people arming to resist the 
eviction and kidnapping local authorities and po-
licemen. In an article in La Prensa from 30.6.2003, 
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the Minister of the Environment announced that 
105 families of settlers would be compensated for 
the transport costs to leave the area. Many how-
ever have the intention of returning to the reserve. 
Th e Minister expressed that it is not the faculty of 
MARENA to resolve the land problem, and that a 
commission of the government has been formed to 
look for a solution, but that it is fairly impossible 
to compensate the settlers with land elsewhere. Th e 
director of SETAB was fi rm in his position that al-
though the colonisation is a social problem which 
requires political decisions, the country does not 
have the fi nancial resources to resolve the problems 
adequately, but that it cannot be permitted that the 
settlers continue to destroy the forest. For his part 
the vice-mayor of Siuna mentioned that Bosawás is 
being invaded principally by small-scale loggers and 
marijuana planters, many of them better off  peo-
ple from the Pacifi c. Th e vice-mayor commented 
that the World Bank has put forth as a condition 
for continued assistance that the settlers be evicted, 
and stated that according to his estimations, there 
are 650 settler families inside the Saslaya reserve 
destroying “everything”, some of them appropriat-
ing 2000 manzanas for themselves to plant, a prac-
tice that causes great dangers because of forest fi res 
in the dry season. Similarly, the protected areas of 
Cerro Bolivia and Cerro Cola Blanca in Bonanza, 
are subject to commercialisation and at least 16 000 
manzanas have been occupied, every manzana being 
sold for 100 up to 1000, or even up to 2000 córdo-
bas (El Nuevo Diario 29.6.2003). Illegal settlers have 
also been burning the protected area because they 
believe this is the best way to respond to the threats 
of eviction. Th e newspaper La Prensa (9.1.2004) in-
formed that 15 campesino families of the 105 who 
had been evicted from the reserve in 2003 had re-
turned to the plots they occupied illegally inside 
the Bosawás core zone. MARENA had off ered to 
assign the evicted plots of land elsewhere, as well as 
tools and seeds to start working, but none of these 
were given. Politicians have been incentivating the 
invasion of the protected areas by off ering the il-
legal settlers land title deeds if they support them 
in the elections. INAFOR and MARENA show no 
initiative to stop the acceleration of the agricultural 
frontier and the destruction of the protected areas of 
Saslaya, Banacruz, Bosawás and Cola Blanca. 

An offi  cial mestizo park ranger I interviewed in 
El Hormiguero, Siuna, in October 2002, comments 
on the settlers:
“Some six months ago two families from el Hormiguero 
moved into the park, they said they don’t have enough 

land there. I asked them “so how do you think I can make 
my land plot produce here and you cannot? You have to 
use certain agricultural techniques”. But they told me, 
no, there inside the park we can produce better. But most 
of the invaders come from Bocay, Waslala, el Naranjo, 
Río Blanco. Every year some 10-15, or up to 20 new fam-
ilies enter. For the year 2020 the national park will not 
exist anymore. Th e demobilised received 1000 hectares 
of land in Kukalaya. One of us demobilised talked to the 
Minister that we have a land bank where the invaders 
could be resettled, but MARENA did not want to invest 
money in buying this land, they do not have any inter-
est in resettling the invaders.  Th e voluntary park rangers 
accompany us in the patrols sometimes, but this is not 
demanded from them. We do four patrols every month, 
sometimes you go two people, sometimes alone.” 

Another voluntary park ranger in El Hormigue-
ro, tells his views in October 2002 on the settler 
problem and of the degradation of resources in Bo-
sawás:
“Some of the invaders are in the park because they did 
not have land, but the majority are there to make quick 
money. Here the people have up to 20 manzanas of land, 
there in the park 300, up to 800 manzanas. All the sourc-
es of the rivers are up there, and if the people destroy the 
rivers, soon we will no more wash ourselves with good 
water. We still have good water in el Hormiguero, but 
in Siuna the situation is in a state of terrible crisis. Th ere 
come delegations from Managua, we always sing them 
the same song - that these people have to be evicted - but 
there is no support from the government. I always take 
my three sons up to the mountain for some three days, 
they love it. Maybe when they’re of my age the park will 
not exist any more. When I arrived 15 years ago there 
was a lot [of forest], but now there are only pastures and 
cattle. Earlier you could not cross the river on foot be-
cause the water came up here to your knees, now in the 
summer months your feet don’t even get wet. Up in the 
park there are beautiful streams, the water there is strong, 
there are waterfalls. Now the majority of the settlers have 
dedicated themselves to the cultivation of marijuana. 
Th ere is enough reason to say that they are doing wrong, 
and should be kicked out. Some educational events are 
organised here, but the people don’t understand much, 
maybe some 50 %, because there are people who only 
think about clearing everything. Th ere still exist wild 
boar and jaguar, but they are very few.” 

Th e state institutions concerned with natural re-
sources are also seen as complices in the destruction 
and invasion – for example the head of the SETAB 
offi  ce in Bonanza told me that “MAGFOR and 
INAFOR want to see the trees felled, they are not 
interested in standing trees”. State employees with 
intentions to fi ght the corruption are also threat-
ened when they enter the forest to control and carry 
out raids. Fortunately, this physical insecurity is 
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diminishing, a cultural acceptance of regulation is 
little by little being promoted and now it is pos-
sible for state employees to sanction illegal activities 
without having to fear too much for their physical 
security. Th e institutional defi ciencies and weak-
nesses are at the same time a threat to the conserva-
tion values and the sustainability of the indigenous 
livelihoods. MARENA has limited fi nancial and 
human resources to carry out conservation measures 
in the practice, and the municipal authorities have 
out of fi nancial interests (i.e. receiving bribes) also 
continued ‘permitting’ illegal timber extraction out 
of the reserve. Th ere is a serious lack of institutional 
presence in the area, with few services in the fi elds 
of education, health care, the judicial system, the 
police, army etc, and this lack of institutionality, or 
the view of the area as an “empty, non-state” space 
makes it all the more easy for other actors to control 
space through both licit and illicit activities.  

Another voluntary ranger in El Hormiguero in 
October 2002, voices his concerns about Bosawás 
as a paper park:
 “People here say we local residents of El Hormiguero 
are without land and the settlers who are not even from 
the municipality of Siuna appropriate 100 manzanas and 
more. [Th e manager of Setab Siuna] is not very strict, the 
rangers are disappointed with him. He once had a pro-
gramme on the radio, and that made some families leave 
the park, but they soon entered again. I don’t know what 
will happen to Bosawás, it is in danger, serious danger. A 
mahogany tree can be sold for a mere 50, 100 córdobas. 
Th e laws are there, but the government does not apply 
them. Bosawás has beautiful plans and projects, but they 
are only left on the desk. Th ey will always be there on the 
papers, but maybe in reality Bosawás will not even exist 
anymore. Th e Indians are taking timber, and they are al-
most the same as my people [the mestizos], but they have 
received more support.” 

SETAB tries to counter the problems of illegal 
settling by employing local park rangers (guardabos-
ques) to patrol the territory, keep the carriles (park 
boundary lines) clean and notify SETAB in case of 
invaders. However there are only 60 offi  cial rangers 
in the whole Bosawás Reserve and with such a small 
number nothing signifi cant can be done to patrol 
the reserve. Because of the lack of offi  cial park rang-
ers, SETAB has as a goal that every campesino, and 
every member of the ethnic groups be a park ranger, 
meaning that the conservation attitudes be rooted 
in the local way of thinking and values. Changing 
the values of the entire population is however much 
more diffi  cult a task than would be the fi nancing of 
more rangers. Apart from the offi  cial rangers, every 
territory also has its volunteer rangers who every few 

months carry through patrolling missions of a few 
days or up to a week in their respective territories. 
Th ese volunteers only receive some provisions from 
SETAB to carry through the patrolling, and they 
are furthermore subject to the same risks as the of-
fi cial rangers when confronting the settlers. An of-
fi cial mestizo park ranger in El Hormiguero, Siuna, 
interviewed in October 2002, tells of the problems 
the rangers aff ront:
“Th e invaders who live inside the park are enemies of 
the park rangers. I had problems because of confi scat-
ing illegal timber, they stabbed me with a knife, I was 
three months in Managua, more dead than alive. Being 
a park ranger is something very serious and dangerous, 
the invaders threaten us that they will kill us. We do not 
have any arms to defend ourselves, we should be armed. 
We venture with fear into the deep forest into the heart 
of the montaña. We park rangers are also uninformed 
about the activities of our boss [of Setab Siuna]. Th e re-
serve boundary lines are in a bad shape, we should clean 
them up and put up new signs. Our boss says he will take 
care of that but nothing happens. It seems that he does 
not work as he ought to. We have asked for chainsaws 
to make clearings in the forest so the fi res do not extend 
and funding for the boundary lines, but up to this mo-
ment they have not approved any of our petitions. Th ere 
are eight offi  cial park rangers in the zone, but around 
fi fteen would be needed. We have also asked for support 
to go to Managua and talk with the SETAB central offi  ce, 
but our boss does not support us. Sometimes we go out 
to do the patrolling without any support. I have heard 
that loads of money come from abroad for Bosawás, but 
they don’t pay us as we deserve, so you ask yourself where 
does all this money end up? Every three months we have 
meetings to put forth the problems, sometimes in the 
end of the year to put forth petitions to the Minister [of 
MARENA], but it would be very much to ask for that 
the Minister meet with the rangers. Some donations ar-
rive only to some rangers. I have heard donations came to 
all of us, but only some of us get them. I don’t know what 
happened with the donations in Siuna.” 

Th ere are also many defi ciencies in the legisla-
tion concerning protected areas. Many decrees and 
laws are ambiguous and subject to various interpre-
tations. For example article 3 of the decree 112 from 
1979, which created the IRENA (predecessor to 
MARENA), states that a disordered colonisation of 
protected areas has to be avoided, which implicitly 
can be seen to mean that an ordered colonisation can 
be supported (Ley orgánica…1979). It furthermore 
establishes that other sorts of exploitation or pen-
etration that ostensibly harms the environment will 
be avoided, meaning again implicitly that moderate 
harm can be supported. Th is law has been replaced 
by the laws on protected areas, but the mentality 
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of these earlier laws can still be seen in many peo-
ple’s ways of relating to protected areas. Many of 
the indigenous people I interviewed stated they do 
not have much faith in the eviction of settlers by 
the municipal authorities although they continually 
ask for their assistance. One Mayangna in Musawás 
even told me in December 2002 that “the idea the 
government has, is to send the mestizos to the in-
digenous territories in order to exterminate the In-
dians”.

6.3. Th e coming of co-management 
systems

6.3.1. Co-management as a concept 

Many protected areas are declared and managed 
by governments. However, according to the IUCN 
(2003), there is a diversity of additional governance 
types delivering conservation, including: 
- Decentralised governance by state/provincial 

or local/municipal government units;
-  Co-managed arrangements with local 

communities and other stakeholders;
-  Community-based conservation, where 

indigenous or traditional peoples govern 
or manage their territories for livelihood, 
cultural and conservation purposes 

- Protected areas managed by private sector 
entities under long term contract or outright 
private ownership; and 

- Transboundary conservation areas. 
Th e Ecosystem Approach endorsed as a basic 

framework by the Convention on Biological Diver-
sity (Decision V/6) supports a diversity of govern-
ance types since it recognises the centrality of so-
cial, cultural, economic and institutional factors in 
promoting conservation, and calls for decentralis-
ing management to the lowest appropriate level and 
stakeholder involvement in conservation (IUCN 
2003). Th ere is a worldwide trend towards decen-
tralisation of authority and responsibility for the 
management of protected areas, including increas-
ing eff orts to develop partnerships among diff erent 
sectors of society and to provide for greater engage-
ment of civil society in decision making related to 
protected areas. Especially after the UNCED confer-
ence in Rio 1992, the discourse of sustainable devel-
opment started to re-evaluate the forms of resource 
use of traditional peoples. Instead of being seen as 

backward, the indigenous techniques of resource use 
started to be seen as sustainable.  Th e concept of co-
management of territories became popular through 
these processes, creating a new form of territorial-
ity tied to environmental cosmographical principles 
(Little 2001: 157). 

Typically, struggles over abundant valuable 
natural resources occur in locations where central 
government control and national legal systems 
have traditionally been weak. Th ese areas tend to 
be of diffi  cult access with poor soils and low popu-
lation densities, referred to by Kaimowitz (2002) 
as “non-state spaces”. Th ese spaces are often richly 
endowed with natural resources, in large part be-
cause these resources have not historically attracted 
much attention of resource extractors. Th e confl icts 
between conservation measures and local people 
ideally result in unique regulatory regimes such as 
the model of co-management, which redefi ne the 
terms and limits of natural resource use. Co-man-
aged protected areas are defi ned as protected areas 
where management authority, responsibility and ac-
countability are shared among two or more stake-
holders, including government bodies and agencies 
at various levels, indigenous and local communities, 
non-governmental organisations and private opera-
tors, or even among diff erent state governments as 
in the case of trans-boundary protected areas. In the 
creation of co-management systems, park rules are 
not replaced by local interests, but rather the park 
rules are reshaped into a unique confi guration of 
rights and interests, more consistent with the needs 
of the local communities (Pfeff er et al. 2001 It is 
widely acknowledged that if communities are not 
involved in the active management of their resourc-
es, they will use the resources destructively (Agrawal 
1999).). If communities are involved in conserva-
tion, the benefi ts they receive will create incentives 
to become good stewards of resources.

Co-management is an approach where the own-
ership of the resources resides with communities; 
the communities infl uence and implement manage-
ment plans, but the government sets the manage-
ment framework (Klooster 2000). Community-
based resource management and co-management 
acknowledge the importance of local knowledge, 
skills and interests in drawing up conservation meas-
ures and guidelines. In order to draw up locally-sup-
ported measures, the mapping of the indigenous 
peoples’ traditionally used lands and their associated 
resource use practices is essential, making the ques-
tion of ancestral domain of great importance. In the 
co-management models, the conservation roles are 
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to be shared between the state and the communi-
ties, recognising the interests of each party. 

In theory, there are three land management 
choices in the Bosawás area. Land can be directly 
managed by the central government, by the regional 
government (as according to the Autonomy Stat-
ute), or by the communities at the territorial level. 
Bosawás is legally owned by the state and under the 
management of MARENA. Management by the 
central government is however weak and ineffi  cient. 
Due to state impositions of land use in protected ar-
eas, local people tend to use the resources in a more 
destructive and unsustainable way because they fear 
the insecurity of access and tenure. Management by 
the regional government, in turn, faces mainly two 
diffi  culties. Th e indigenous people do not in prac-
tice retain control in resource access. Over half of 
the RAAN population is mestizo, and this popula-
tion is constantly growing. Th e Autonomy Statute 
does not allow the autonomous governments to lim-
it the immigration of non-indigenous people. Th e 
other diffi  culty is the questionable representativity 
of regional leaders. Th ese tend to regard the lands 
as open access commons, and driven by profi t-seek-
ing tend to overlook conservation objectives and the 
rights of the indigenous communities. Th us under 
regional management, there is a high risk of increas-
ing mestizo incursion and continued illegal resource 
extraction. Th e third option, of exclusive indig-
enous territorial management under local norms, 
or co-management between the communities and 
the state, is the most likely form of commons to be 
managed sustainably (Stocks et al. 2000).

In Nicaragua, the principle of co-management 
was recognised in 1996 through the Environmental 
Law (Ley General…1996), where it is established 
that the government can grant administration rights 
for protected areas to non-profi t civil society organi-
sations. In co-management, the Nicaraguan state’s 
interests lie with maintaining the natural habitat in 
order to get international funding, and (although not 
acknowledged), in securing the economy through 
the granting of (sometimes illicit) concessions to 
forestry and mining companies. Th e indigenous 
groups are primarily concerned with consolidating 
the control over their lands, excluding other land 
claimants, and defending their cultural identities, 
subsistence systems and economic future. Th e in-
digenous communities gain power mainly through 
the processes of delimitation and mapping of ter-
ritories, legalisation of the indigenous organisations 
and of their management plans, the establishment 
of park ranger institutions, the participation in the 

national Bosawás commission, and through the 
protected areas’ and autonomy legislation, as well as 
through international indigenous rights’ legislation. 

Apart from the state and indigenous actors, there 
are several other actors involved, each with diff erent 
interests. Th e mestizo settlers’ interests lie in gaining 
more security in land tenure and in technical and 
economic improvement. Th ey gain power mainly 
through the system of gaining tenure rights through 
prescription after possessing mejoras during ten 
consecutive years. Th e recent mestizo settlers are not 
very well organised as a group, but have in recent 
years started to organise to defend their interests. 
Th e municipalities’ interests in turn lie in support-
ing the state’s granting of concessions and contracts, 
because according to the Municipal Law, 25% of 
the incomes through natural resources extraction is 
to be destined to the municipal government. Th e 
forestry companies’ and private loggers’ interests lie 
in receiving (at times illicit) concessions and con-
tracts, or in marketing timber sometimes also ille-
gally. In a poor economic context, the power of the 
extractors of natural resources can be clearly seen 
in their ability to control and manipulate the re-
source management through their economic power, 
for example by paying bribes to the municipal and 
governmental instances supervising the extraction 
of natural resources. Th e NGOs on their part have 
their own interests in co-management in sustain-
ing themselves economically and gaining prestige. 
Th ese are often actors with a much larger economic 
and institutional power and legitimacy than the 
governmental agencies. SETAB on its part has its 
interests in controlling territory in order to survive 
as an institution and being able to secure a contin-
ued fl ow of funds for its work. 

Despite the many positive implications of co-
management, there is however also criticism toward 
the practice of co-management, which has in the 
words of Resosudarmo (2002), often turned out to 
be better termed as a form of ‘co-administration’. It 
easily turns out to be a form of deconcentration of 
state power where elected local authorities are used 
by the central government and donors as local ad-
ministrators to implement outside agendas. Th is is 
a stance noted in the co-management of Bosawás 
also. Many local people argue that the state through 
SETAB has only co-opted certain indigenous lead-
ers to implement the agendas of the state and that 
these leaders are not suffi  ciently accountable to their 
constituency, being mainly upwardly accountable to 
the state and the donors. As Larson & Ribot state 
(2004), in the name of democratic decentralisa-
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tion and civil society, development institutions and 
state institutions transfer powers to often less-than-
democratic ‘traditional’ authorities, which may un-
dermine the power of fl edgling democratic local 
institutions, further fragmenting local identities. In 
my fi eldwork I noticed it is however many times dif-
fi cult to discern how much this is the case, and how 
often local people merely criticise new elected lead-
ers out of envy and because of limited communica-
tion between the leaders and their constituency. 

6.3.2. Th e territorial associations and 
their management plans  

“According to the management plan, the government 
says that everything below three feet under the ground 
is of the state. Th at is why we decided to form our ter-
ritorial associations to claim our land, which Bosawás is 
occupying.” Miskitu community member, Karrizal, De-
cember 2002.

Th e most important steps taken thus far in the 
co-management of the reserve have been the pro-
moting of indigenous territorial associations. Th ese 
have been created with the support of NGOs and are 
a new form of institution in the communities. Th e 
associations are Simskult in the territory of Sikilta, 
Adepcimisujin (in the department of Jinotega out-
side of the RAAN), Kunaspawa (in the territory of 
Miskito Indian Tasbaika Kum on the upper Coco 
river), Ademscum (Li Lamni Tasbaika Kum on the 
middle Coco river), and Masaku (Mayangna Sauni 
As, in the heartland of the core zone within the mu-
nicipality of Bonanza) and Makalahna (Mayangna 
Sauni Bu).  

Th e territorial associations in Bosawás have 
formed a federation called WAULA (meaning boa 
constrictor in Mayangna). Th e name has been 
formed from the letters of the main rivers in Bosawás 
Waspúk, Amak, Ulí, Lakus and Upper (Alto) Coco. 
Th is federation has been formed with the support of 
NGOs with the aim of driving indigenous interests 
in the administration of Bosawás. It is a zone pro-
posed by the territories as a zone of conservation. It 
is used as a strong symbol for the self-determination 
of the territories inside Bosawás. Many indigenous 
people see that the long-term goals of WAULA are 
to put an end to the Bosawás state administration 
and put the protected area under the direct control 
of the indigenous associations. WAULA, in being a 
network of the territorial development associations 
in the Bosawás reserve, is bi-ethnic, and has as one 

of its principles that the president of the associa-
tion be alternately a Mayangna and a Miskitu for 
every three-year term of offi  ce. Many local people 
are however disappointed with the WAULA lead-
ership, who are criticised for letting themselves be 
managed and co-opted by SETAB and GTZ (the 
German development cooperation) and the region-
al autonomous University Uraccan, which are the 
largest institutions in the area. 

At the community level, people argue that the 
WAULA leadership is much distanced from its 
constituency, and has to be more active in pushing 
for development projects. However, the WAULA 
leadership argues that the promotion of territorial 
and communal level development projects is not 
the function of WAULA, but rather of the terri-
torial development associations, and that the role 
of WAULA is to claim revindicative rights to the 
Mayangna and Miskitu indigenous identity at the 
broader level. Th is umbrella-organisation has the 
function to work through political and ideological 
means at a broader level to achieve for example the 
recognition of indigenous forms of legal and organi-
sational systems. Th e local level, through the terri-
torial development associations, is to cater for local 
development demands. 

Th ere have been various obstacles to developing 
this new institutional structure in the communities. 
Th e director of SETAB, interviewed in October 
2002, acknowledges that the creation of the associa-
tions has not been exempt of problems and is linked 
to questions of power control between diff erent in-
stitutions:
“Of the core zone, 60% is inhabited by the indigenous 
people. We have not had much success with the creation 
of the indigenous territorial associations. Th e indigenous 
people have never had this sort of organisation; they have 
never had a centralised power; they have diffi  culties in 
forming multi-communal associations, and at the na-
tional level it is even more diffi  cult with the representa-
tion. Th en you have corruption, the lack of control of the 
communities towards the leaders, the lack of accounta-
bility, representation and transparency. Th e associations 
follow the organisational models of the NGOs, which do 
not necessarily refl ect the traditional forms of organisa-
tion in the communities. Th e NGOs do not want the 
indigenous people to create their own organisations so as 
not to lose their role as intermediaries in the long or in 
the short run. Th e NGOs show interest in supporting the 
associations, but only as long as these do not substitute 
the NGOs, and as long as they follow the rules of the 
game established by the NGOs.”

 Many of the indigenous people I interviewed 
were of the opinion that the (mainly national) 
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NGOs support the indigenous associations only if 
they receive some benefi t from it (such as interna-
tional aid). According to them, the NGOs try to 
hinder the associations from managing projects by 
themselves and establishing contacts with interna-
tional organisations. Th e NGOs are thus, accord-
ing to many indigenous people, dependent on the 
marginality of the indigenous people for their own 
support and work, and were by some interviewees 
referred to as ‘parasites’. Many of the common com-
munity members were of the opinion that the as-
sociations should not be organised as they are in the 
form of associations, similar to NGOs. Th ey claimed 
that this causes the association leaders to behave in 
the same way as national NGO-personnel are seen 
to behave, only looking for personal profi t at the 
cost of the community. Many interviewees pointed 
out that the traditional community leaders, such as 
the síndico and the elders, should be those who li-
aise with outside organisations, instead of there be-
ing two parallel groups of community leaders. Th e 
problem, however, is that the traditional leaders are 
not as educated as the younger association leaders, 
and are therefore not capable of taking this role.

In order to manage their resources, the six in-
digenous territories within Bosawás have been as-
sisted in developing management plans regulating 
resource use and resolving confl icts; a sort of rudi-
mentary environmental law. Th e management plans 
were presented to MARENA some years ago, but 
due to some internal resistance among MARENA 
employees accustomed to top-down planning and 
technical plans, they were not offi  cially recognised 
until 2002 in the management plan of the reserve. 

Th ese norms are generally based on the tradi-
tional resource use regimes of the communities, with 
some inclusion of new norms in order to comply 
with national laws (for example a norm restricting 
tree felling within a distance of 100 metres from the 
rivers). As Zerner (1994) points out, what is seen as 
‘customary’ law, is often constructed, reconstructed 
and reinterpreted by diff erent social actors at diff er-
ent times, following the institutional changes and 
images. Th e norms in the territories of Bosawás are 
based on the land-use zones previously identifi ed in 
the cartographic studies. Th e territories are divided 
into zones of agricultural use, hunting and gathering 
areas of frequent and infrequent use, gold panning 
areas, watershed protection areas and conservation 
areas. Each of the zones has its equivalent names in 
the Mayangna and Miskitu languages. Th e zone of 
conservation for example is called the apakna sauni, 
which means the zone that is the treasure.

National and international environmental 
NGOs have promoted the environmental educa-
tion of the leaders of the associations in order to be 
able to put forth indigenous interests and concerns 
in the co-management of the Bosawás reserve. Th e 
leaders often use environmental discourses more 
profi ciently than the common community members 
and are able to appeal to the international audience. 
A leadership crisis is also very clearly seen in the 
territorial associations. When the leaders manage 
to climb the social ladder, they tend to forget the 
needs of their constituencies, and even sometimes 
might change their discourses signifi cantly. Th is has 
led to widespread disillusion and distrust in the in-
digenous leadership and this trust is not easily built 
up again. 

Th e creation of new leadership structures, like 
the development associations of the indigenous 
territories in Bosawás, may also aff ect the envi-
ronmental practices although it is diffi  cult to see 
at this point if it is in a positive or negative direc-
tion. At times the new, often younger leaders, may 
have a more materially developmentalist approach 
to the resources and want to make use of them to 
make the community (or at least their own family) 
“progress”, while the traditional leader responsible 
for land and resources, the síndico, may have had 
a more conservationist approach by restricting the 
giving of permissions to exploit resources to com-
munity members and outsiders. Th is may have been 
out of personal benefi t, by saving the resources for 
own use or at least saving them from other people’s 
use, as in the tana ulen system in Borneo, described 
by Eghenter (2000). However, sometimes the new 
leadership may exert a positive impact on the en-
vironment thanks to their often better education, 
as many of the new leaders receive environmental 
training through the NGOs. Th e problem the lead-
ership faces, and which causes much critique from 
the communities, is that they do not have time or 
interest to train the communities in these matters, 
and the positive impact on the environment is not 
signifi cant even if the leaders are environmentally 
conscious but the community is not. 

It is possible that the existence of communal 
norms will promote cooperative decision-making 
and more conservationist practices within the com-
munity. If members of a community believe in shared 
identities, they may also be willing to cooperate over 
more formal decisions over the management and 
conservation of resources. Th e presence of commu-
nity-level norms can facilitate resource management 
by preventing certain behaviours, or encouraging 
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others (Agrawal 1999). Th e management plans can 
be seen as local contracts with nature (Mordt 2002). 
Social actors on the territory and their cultural sys-
tems incorporate locally constructed ‘contracts’ that 
defi ne the rights and obligations in relation to the 
use of the natural resources. Th is includes diff erent 
systems of authority, organisation and value systems. 
Furthermore, where the principal users of natural 
resources are participants in the establishment of 
rules or models of behaviour, the resource manage-
ment is more successful than centrally managed di-
rectives (Ostrom 1990, Mordt 2002). Th rough the 
management plans in Bosawás, conservationism has 
increased in the communities at least on the level of 
discourse. I believe the discourse has also to a cer-

tain degree brought more conservationist practices, 
even though it was diffi  cult for me to ascertain. Th e 
diffi  culty, however, is that the management plans 
have not been suffi  ciently well taught to all com-
munity members. A good step forward could be for 
example that the norms would be taught to children 
in school, or that information would be given after 
the church service, when a large part of the com-
munity is present. 

Community norms or contracts with nature can 
be formal or informal contracts between the popu-
lation and the environment, constructed socially 
through a series of cultural, organisational and ad-
ministrative mechanisms. Generally, it is thought 
that for these contracts to be eff ective in managing 

Figure 13. Th e land use zones in the indigenous territories of the Bosawás Reserve
(Source: Plan de Manejo 2002).
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the relations between the people and the resources, 
they should be rooted in and derived from the lo-
cal culture and society (Mordt 2002). Although the 
management plans in Bosawás are supposed to be 
based on rooted human-environment relations in 
the local society and culture, these norms are widely 
unknown, and are often by common community 
members seen as impositions which do not take into 
account the indigenous priorities. Th e management 
plans in Bosawás were drawn up in a participatory 
manner, but only the more active community mem-
bers were present at the meetings, and therefore a 
large part of the population have no idea what the 
management plans are about, although these in-
corporate many traditional norms of resource use. 
Although the plans are by many NGO and govern-
mental employees alleged to be completely based 
on the traditional norms, the management plans 
drawn up in coordination between MARENA and 
the communities are often by the Indians seen as re-
strictions which do not follow the traditional man-
agement norms in the communities. One example 
of a norm regarded as imposed, is the norm stat-
ing that agriculture is prohibited within 100 metres 
from the rivers. Th is is an important norm regard-
ing the conservation of wathersheds, but it contrasts 
with traditional ways of cultivating beans at the riv-
erbanks, where the conditions are most apt for the 
cultivation of beans.

Th e president of WAULA interviewed in No-
vember 2002, however had a fairly positive view of 
the management plans:
“Th e management plans of the territories will be imple-
mented by the communities - MARENA only integrates 
the plans into its own management plan. Th e problems 
will arise if MARENA does not comply with the auton-
omy of the territorial management plans or if the indig-
enous people do not comply with the plans they them-
selves have designed. But there are almost no collisions. 
Th e territorial management plans are integrated into the 
reserve management plan almost entirely as the commu-
nities planned them. Th ere is no prohibition to fell trees 
for subsistence needs, or to hunt or raise cattle. I think 
that with the mestizo farms in the buff er zone there will 
be more restrictions.”

Many people however see the management plans 
as a restriction to their livelihood activities. Th ey 
think MARENA wants to restrict them from hav-
ing cattle, from hunting and felling trees for their 
personal use, as in these words of a Mayangna com-
munity member in Sikilta in October 2002: 
 “We have our own management plan. Our community 
members go upstreams and downstreams in the time of 
the iguana. Everyone has the right to hunt twenty, thirty, 

and after a hundred years we still have thousands. Th e 
government tells us we can only hunt one iguana and 
that is a lie. Th is is not our reality. I think we have to ad-
just the government’s management plan with our reality 
because they do not coincide.” 

Th e quote shows that the management plan of 
MARENA is not known by common community 
members, because in the norms drawn up in the 
communities, and which served as a basis for the 
management plan, there are no norms that prohibit 
the hunting of iguana. Th e only species prohibited 
to hunt are certain monkeys and two feline species 
(the tigre cusuco and gato de monte) (Plan de Manejo 
Territorial 1999). Th e plan does not either establish 
exact numbers of animals of other species that are 
allowed to be killed. It only establishes that every 
family is allowed to go hunting fi ve times a month, 
restricting the hunting for domestic use, and fur-
ther that pregnant animals shall not be killed during 
the months of May to August. Th e ignorance of the 
management plan is thus probably the biggest fac-
tor causing resistance towards it. 

  

6.3.3.  Impacts of the Bosawás project 

In a meeting of WAULA I participated in in March 
2000, the indigenous leaders of the six territories 
identifi ed the following weaknesses of Waula and 
Bosawás:
- Sanctions established in the environmental 

legislation are not implemented
- Th ere is no control of the settler migration 

towards the reserve
- Th e forest guards do not have enough 

information and equipment
- Th ere is a lack of integral development plans
- Th e lack of inter-institutional coordination 

and involvement of local authorities
- Th e lack of incentives to alternative 

production
- Wrong systems of land use
- Defi cient application of the environmental 

norms in the indigenous communities
- Lack of information in the communities 

about national legislation 
- Land ownership confl icts
- Lack of titling of the indigenous territories 
- Lack of indigenous infl uence in the National 

Bosawás Commission
- Lack of confi dence of the indigenous 

organisation in the state institutions and 
NGOs
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- Th e benefi ts generated through the reserve 
are not enjoyed by the communities.

Th e lack of land titles, the uncontrolled settler 
immigration, and the lack of benefi ts to the com-
munities, were by my interviewees in the com-
munities clearly seen as the greatest defi ciencies in 
Bosawás. Th e lack of incentives to alternative pro-
duction is a problem mainly in indigenous com-
munities, whereas in many mestizo communities 
in the buff er zone (at least in easily accessible com-
munities), projects with alternative crops have been 
carried through with success. Th e rest of the above 
mentioned weaknesses are generally identifi ed only 
by the indigenous leaders. Th e administration of 
the reserve is constantly critisised because of hav-
ing failed to award land titles to the communities, 
something that was put forth as a requirement by 
the communities in the original planning of the 
co-management system (these titles were fi nally 
awarded in 2005). Something that has to be cleared 
up in the co-management is the confusion regard-
ing the regimes of ownership and administration of 
protected areas - are these only considered regimes 
of administration or also regimes of ownership by the 
state? If the protected areas are defi ned as only re-
gimes of administration, there is no impossibility of 
the simultaneous existence of a protected area and an 
indigenous territory. Th us for example the SETAB 
director interviewed in October 2002 said SETAB 
has no problem in that the indigenous territories of 
Bosawás acquire land titles to their territories and 
be the legitimate owners, as the aim of the project 
is the conservation of the resources, irrespective of 
who is the owner of the land.

Th e results of the Bosawás project are summa-
rised by an employee of GTZ-Bosawás in the fol-
lowing (interviewed in October 2002):
“MARENA’s budget is maybe 600 000 Euros per year, 
which is very little in order to implement actions by the 
municipal SETAB offi  ces. Th e relations between the gov-
ernmental, municipal and territorial levels in the elabora-
tion of the management plan have improved and what 
has also improved is the relationship between the region-
al council and the Bosawás administration. With the co-
management system every party does what is under his 
competency; the competency of the central SETAB insti-
tution is the inter-institutional coordination; that of the 
regional government is the regional planning in the parts 
of Bosawás that belong to the RAAN; that of the munici-
pal governments is the municipal planning through the 
POTEM (municipal territorial plans); and the compe-
tency of the indigenous territorial governments or asso-
ciations is the self-development and self-administration 
of their territories according to their own development 

plans. Th is has improved a lot, the indigenous manage-
ment plans are integrated in the reserve management 
plan according to their own zoning without any changes 
implemented from above.”

Another positive result according to the director 
of the SETAB, interviewed in October 2002, is that 
there has been a process of construction of a culture 
of regulation of the illicit activities:
“Presently there are fi ve control posts of MARENA and 
I think a construction of a culture of regulation is taking 
place. We will not stop the illegal traffi  cking in one day, 
but yes we think that with these control posts, a culture 
of respect for regulation is being created, and most of all, 
the necessity is being realised that the local organisations, 
actors and representations need to regulate the traffi  c of 
these resources.”

Th e GTZ-employee earlier cited, nevertheless 
also acknowledged that positive results in the life of 
the local people have been very limited:
“Th ey are not better off  than ten years ago. If we look 
at the map of poverty in Nicaragua we see that the [At-
lantic] Coast is the poorest It has to be expressed also 
that Bosawás has 20 000 km² with 250 000 inhabitants 
of whom the indigenous people form only ten percent 
and they have proportionally received much more of the 
funds than the mestizo communities. But this process of 
refl ection has not yet gained ground in the communi-
ties and the leadership. Governmental institutions like 
MAGFOR, OTR, INAFOR and MARENA itself have 
not been able to stop the advance of the agricultural 
frontier, the traffi  c in illegal timber, and the land tenure 
confl icts with the settlers. One of the most aff ected com-
munities is Sikilta, which in spite of having a land title 
has not been able to evict the settlers or establish a proc-
ess of negotiation with them.”

6.4. Th e institutionalisation of   
a conservation region

“Even here, in the Cuenca Media, a leader who is a de-
putee in the [national] assembly, a member of the group 
concerned with reforestation in the assembly, of environ-
ment, he came and felled a lot of trees in the beginning. 
People were afraid to complain, because he is a rich man, 
they did not say anything, but now he cannot take a sin-
gle tree. Because people are not as they were earlier, now 
they already know what conservation is about…and they 
will not easily allow someone to be awarded a contract 
and fell trees. For that reason, there is some advancement 
in the past few years; people already understand what 
Bosawás is about, now there is not one Miskito in the 
Cuenca Media who takes trees. In fact people are protect-
ing. Th e [indigenous territorial] organisation Ademscum 
has rules, that if someone wants to work in the territory, 
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they have to consult fi rst with the organisation. If they do 
not, they cannot enter. Earlier, people allowed powerful 
and rich people to fell lots of trees, but now these people 
cannot do it anymore because people don’t allow them, 
people already understand what Bosawás is about.” (Th e 
president of Ademscum, the territorial association of Li 
Lamni Tasbaika Kum, November 2002).

As the above quote shows, Bosawás has in some 
degree made people more conscious on territorial 
and environmental matters. At least more educated 
people in the communities already know what Bo-
sawás is about, and Bosawás is an institution com-
monly known, even though many older people or 
less educated people do not yet know the signifi ca-
tion of Bosawás in practice. In this chapter I analyse 
how Bosawás has become institutionalised and rep-
resented in the region and in Nicaragua in general, 
and how this institutionalisation has been connect-
ed to global factors.

Th e management of protected areas is closely 
linked to the process of environmental globalisation. 
Park strategies are inspired by international environ-
mental discourses, which emphasise the universality 
of environmental problems and the common global 
interest in resolving them. Although nation-states 
are involved in producing and appropriating these 
discourses, they are dominated by the global actors. 
Th e creation of Bosawás has been clearly linked to 
international environmental discourses, or environ-
mental geopolitics, the term Sletto (2002a) uses. 
Environmental awareness can be considered a fruit 
of a new discursive formation on the environment 
that produces a group of statements, a language for 
talking about, or a way of representing knowledge 
about the environment and ecological agents. Th is 
global environmental discourse is characterised by a 
certain way of thinking about the environment and 
is expressed in various texts, practices, conducts, 
policies, disciplines and objects that share the same 
rules or, in Foucault’s (1978) words, belong to the 
same ‘discursive formation’. Because of the appro-
priation of Th ird World landscapes into global en-
vironmental geopolitics, the ‘environment’ can be 
seen as a symbolic arena on which struggles between 
global, state, and local actors are enacted. As Sletto 
(2002a: 184) states, conservation is a complex so-
cial act, shaping and refl ecting local and state prac-
tices and relations of power between local, national, 
and international actors. In Nicaragua, for example 
international organisations have pressured the gov-
ernment to emphasise conservation and indigenous 
rights, while the indigenous organisations are from 
below demanding rights of self-determination to 

their territories, which are sometimes located within 
conservation areas.

Th rough discursive processes, conservation areas 
are (re)constructed and functionally diff erentiated 
through a ‘rebordering’ (Albert 1999) and processes 
of ‘deterritorialisation’ and ‘reterritorialisation’ - 
that is the formation of new territories on sub-state 
and supra-state levels. Th is discourse is not spatially 
fi xed, but emerges and is reproduced through local/
global linkages, and is modifi ed and resisted in mul-
tiple ways at the local level. As Sletto (2002a) states, 
through these processes new spaces are constructed 
that are simultaneously local and global; the re-
gional identity becomes not merely a local identity, 
but a global locality, a space rhetorically bound to 
the local, national and the global. Th e identity of 
this space is linked to a global discourse, but yet is a 
space that depends on its constructed diff erence for 
its essential ‘locality’. 

As Sletto (2002a: 205) points out, the indirect 
infl uence of global institutions and discourses re-
fl ects the increasing power of global institutions, 
and the declining independence of state institu-
tions. Th e state does not however only ‘lose’ power 
to the international level, but manouvers through its 
own agencies to benefi t from the global discourses. 
In Nicaragua, the state agencies use environmental 
discourses to legitimise increasing state control of 
the territory, for example by claiming the state is the 
owner and the best protector of the natural resourc-
es. Stereotypical views of the indigenous people as 
primitive provide rhetorical justifi cations for state 
control of protected areas. 

Th rough reterritorialisation processes, both the 
local actors and the state try to exert control over lo-
cal spaces through for example conservation, devel-
opment, and mapping projects. Th ese new confi gu-
rations of spaces are reproduced through social and 
material practices, through a process of institution-
alisation of regions which refers to “the process in 
which specifi c territorial units – on various spatial 
scales – emerge and become established as parts of 
the regional system in question and the socio-spa-
tial consciousness prevailing in society” (Paasi 1996: 
32). Paasi argues that through processes of diff er-
entiation and integration, regions are socially con-
structed as diff erent and unique, at the same time as 
they are integrated from within through narratives 
of sameness. Th ese notions can be constructed both 
by the local as well as by global actors and discours-
es, for example through environmental narratives 
and mapping processes. 

Using the notions of diff erentiation and integra-
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tion in the institutionalisation process, Bosawás as 
a region has been constructed for example through 
the media and activities of NGOs and state agencies 
and delimited as a distinct region and landscape, es-
sentially diff erent from the rest of the RAAN, and 
serving a specifi c purpose as a conservation region. 
Bosawás is acquiring an identity, an established 
role, as a conservation region inhabited by indig-
enous people as “natural” as the pristine landscape 
it represents. Th e rebordering and institutionalisa-
tion processes have rendered certain land uses such 
as ranching and large-scale extraction of resources 
illegitimate, and have supported small-scale subsist-
ence activities of the indigenous people. As the re-
gion has been diff erentiated, it has simultaneously 
been integrated into national conservation policy as 
a specifi c ‘manageable’ unit, and as a national envi-
ronmental and economic resource. 

I would claim that the identity of Bosawás as a 
region is more institutionalised in the regional, na-
tional and international imagery, than the regional 
Bosawás identity or consciousness of the inhabitants 
residing in Bosawás. Th e regional identity as a “Bo-
sawás identity” is the strongest in the more edu-
cated mestizo population in the main population 
centres of the region, but at the community level 
it is not yet as strongly developed. Many people in 
both mestizo and indigenous communities have no 
idea of what Bosawás means, and those who have, 
are mainly the people who are more informed of 
local and regional matters. Using the terms of Paasi 
(1996), Bosawás as a phenomenon has not yet been 
suffi  ciently well internalised in the collective territo-
rial identity through spatial socialisation. 

Th e institutionalisation of the Bosawás region 
has reached further in the symbolic and institu-
tional shaping than in the local spatial socialisation. 
Th e symbolic and institutional elements of the in-
stitutionalisation have not been carried through suf-
fi ciently either, mainly because of fi nancial limita-
tions. Th e symbolic shaping can be seen for example 
in the process of naming and in putting up Bosawás 
signs at the boundaries of the core zone and in the 
communities. Wherever development projects have 
been carried out in a community, there is a large 
sign stating that the project has been carried out or 
supported by SETAB-Bosawás. Th e institutional 
shape can be seen in institutionalised practices such 
as administration, economy, communication, edu-
cation and politics, sectors in which Bosawás is al-
ready fairly known as a phenomenon, especially at 
the national scale, as well as in the main population 
centres of the RAAN. Bosawás is commonly seen 

as a national heritage. Articles about Bosawás have 
been frequently written in the national newspapers, 
and the management of the reserve brings in for-
eign funds and national and international recogni-
tion. Problems concerning the reserve are also more 
frequently taken up by the municipal and regional 
administrations, which acknowledge the crucial role 
Bosawás can play in the economy in the future. Th e 
director of the SETAB pictures the institutionalisa-
tion of Bosawás in the following interview extract 
from October 2002:
“...it has been translated into some tangible things - a Bo-
sawás process has been started, and at the national level 
Bosawás is already known, and the people have internal-
ised the concept. Secondly, people already know Bosawás 
physically, because when they arrive, at least there is an 
offi  ce of this or that institution which says Bosawás, there 
are Bosawás signs and initiatives here and there, there are 
women working in this and so on...the whole dynamic, 
Bosawás as a phenomenon has been created. I think that 
MARENA has institutionalised its presence in Bosawás. 
I think the successful picture we can sell to the world is 
that MARENA is the only governmental institution that 
has reached so remote areas and during such a long time 
- because it has been a consistent presence, I would say.” 

It is interesting to note, however, that when de-
scribing the institutionalisation process of Bosawás, 
the director only put emphasis on how the region 
has been institutionalised and internalised by peo-
ple from outside the region. He did not say whether 
this process also has taken place in the local commu-
nities, where often though having heard the name 
Bosawás, people do not have a clear picture of what 
this is all about. Th e name Bosawás, which is con-
structed from the fi rst letters of the main rivers in 
the region, is also slightly misleading in the local 
imaginary. Some people think Bosawás is a May-
angna name, because many Mayangna place names 
end with wás, which means water. So especially 
in the fi rst years after the creation of the reserve, 
people thought the reserve was of the Mayangnas. 
People also thought Bosawás was only for the May-
angnas, because they were the only ones who fi g-
ured on the offi  cial Bosawás photographs. Many 
indigenous people still confuse it with the name 
Musawás, which is the largest Mayangna communi-
ty. However many indigenous people I interviewed 
emphasised that “Bosawás is government, Musawás 
is community”.

Th e institutionalisation processes and the ideas 
for establishing and defending conservation regions 
also relate to the local inhabitants and build on dual-
istic representations of the ‘Other’. As in Sundberg’s 
(1998a,b) studies in Guatemala, Indians in Bosawás 



118

are represented as environmentally benign residents 
(as long as their livelihood practices conform to the 
ideals established by outsiders), a part of the natu-
ral landscape and as local stewards of the environ-
ment and as victims of land invasions and exploita-
tion of resources. Th ey are seen to live in harmony 
with nature, and therefore as natural partners in 
conservation and development programmes. Set-
tlers on the other hand, are represented as environ-
mentally malign and irresponsible deforesters and 
invaders, whom it is justifi able to evict, and who are 
not seen as necessary active participants in the pro-
grammes (Sundberg 1998). Both indigenous people 
and mestizos have learnt to manipulate meanings 
and representations about rights to land and land-
management strategies in order to lay claim to land. 
Indigenous people try to expel settlers by claiming 
they are the only ones using environmentally sound 
management practices, and that they are the ances-
tral inhabitants of the area. Mestizos have neverthe-
less also learnt to recur to environmental discourses 
when relating to outsiders, and point out the en-
vironmentally irresponsible ways of the indigenous 
people to hunt wild animals.

Th e idealist notion of the Indians as “ecologi-
cally noble savages” has had the positive impact of 
bringing more external attention and support to in-
digenous peoples living in resource-rich areas, and 
has also promoted educational processes and the 
construction of environmental consciousness in the 
communities. Th e indigenous people see the power 
of the environmental discourse in justifying their 
land claims and gaining new allies in their strug-
gles over land and resources. However, they have 
also realised that this support can be conjunctural 
and shortlived if they fail to translate this discourse 
in practice. Still, many people in the communities 
do not have much environmental awareness regard-
ing the current environmental risks, and increased 
emphasis needs to be put on education. Otherwise 
the indigenous communities can start relying too 
faithfully on this representation of Indians as nature 
lovers and seeing it as the only ‘regime of truth’, and 
at the same time fail to recognise the detrimental ef-
fects of their own activities on the environment. 

Th e common view in the communities about de-
forestation is that this is caused only by the activities 
of the environmentally hostile settlers. Th e popula-
tion growth especially in the municipalities within 
Bosawás and in the mining region accelerated from 
the beginning of the 1990s, partly because of the 
relocation of communities after the war, but mostly 
because of the intensifi cation of the agricultural 

frontier, through which a growing number of mes-
tizo settlers have populated the region. Th e indig-
enous people however fail to realise that the settlers 
are anyway still in minority, and that the “internal 
agricultural frontier” caused by population growth 
and intensifi cation of land use patterns in the in-
digenous communities can be an equally dangerous 
factor for the future of the forest.  

Even though environmental awareness-raising is 
still in its early stages, the environmentalist discourse 
in Bosawás has given the environment new mean-
ings, or at least strengthened the existing meanings, 
to the Indians. Th e sacred, historical, environmen-
tal and social meanings of the territories have been 
more strongly recognised through the mapping and 
land use plans of the territories. Before this was 
done, many people were not aware of many of the 
meanings currently attached to the territory, or these 
meanings were subconscious until the territory and 
its resources were threatened or highlighted by the 
activities of the agents managing the reserve. Th e 
growing territorial and environmental awareness of 
the local people shows increasing hope for the con-
servation objectives, even though this is a very long 
process.

Th e offi  cial national environmental discourse 
represents Bosawás as a remote, pristine wilderness 
populated by people as ‘natural’ as the landscape it-
self, whereas it in reality is a heterogeneous cultural 
landscape with a population with diverse livelihoods 
who have modifi ed the environment during many 
centuries. Th is environmentalist representation 
overlooks the real indigenous aspirations and devel-
opment needs. Th e goal of maintaining the envi-
ronment and landscape as pristine as possible, may 
further marginalise the local people both economi-
cally and politically, because they are supposed to 
continue practicing only their traditional resource 
extraction activities. Th ey are not allowed to make 
more intensive use of the natural resources in order 
to improve their economic situation, but not much 
is attempted to be done to provide them with alter-
native income opportunities. Alternative livelihood 
projects are mainly implemented in the buff er zone, 
while the population of the core zone is left out and 
is expected to continue living as “natural” and “tra-
ditional” people are supposed to live. 

Using essentialist representations of Indians and 
mestizos, and dualistic representations of ‘victims’ 
and ‘villains’, overlooks the fact that the impacts of 
the local population are only one part of the en-
vironmental threats. Th e lack of enforcement of 
the conservation policies often constitutes a larger 
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threat to the environment. Institutional defi cien-
cies in enforcing conservation regulations and in 
implementing development programmes, resolving 
the problems of land tenure both in the region and 
outside it, and in tackling the enormous corrup-
tion linked to natural resource extraction, are ma-
jor problems which the state agencies prefer to keep 
quiet about. As Nygren (2000) points out, purely 
poststructuralist approaches emphasising the im-
portance of discourse and representation, have to be 
avoided, because they do not pay enough attention 
to structural processes and the practice of the diff er-
ent actors and of state policies such as the legislative 
and environmental policy processes.

6.5. Local conceptions towards Bosawás 

“Some traditionalist leaders say that the term Mayangna 
has come from the infl uence of the GTZ-Bosawás. We 
replied to them: We are not children to copy from some-
one else, but we are creative people, with knowledge from 
various disciplines. We take notice, we revise history. But 
yes, one thing that I am thankful to GTZ- Bosawás is 
that they have formed our leaders with knowledge of in-
digenous rights.” (Mayangna leader, Musawás, October 
2002).

Th e above quote shows that Bosawás has had ef-
fects on the indigenous identity, even to the degree 
that some people think the term Mayangna was 
brought into use through outside infl uence from the 
project. It also shows that even though the popula-
tion is ambivalent towards conservation measures 
of the state, Bosawás as a project is also regarded 
positively in the sense that it has raised local con-
sciousness about indigenous and territorial rights. 
An indigenous leader in Sikilta even told me in Oc-
tober 2002 that the word territory was taken into 
use in the communities only after TNC (the Na-
ture Conservancy) started its work in the Bosawás 
communities. In this chapter I point out some local 
conceptions towards Bosawás as a project as well as 
toward conservation measures in general.

According to Sundberg (2003), few studies have 
examined how conservation projects are being ar-
ticulated in the discourses and practices of daily life 
at the local level. As Sundberg stresses, a micro-level 
approach is necessary in order to understand how 
local political ecologies are transformed through 
their relationships with international conservation 
organisations. 

It is diffi  cult to discern the way in which the 
environmental discourses have aff ected the environ-

mental practices of the population in Bosawás, and 
how much the practices have aff ected the discourses. 
Th ere has been a mutual interaction between these 
two; environmentalism is present, and has been 
present, both as a strategy and as an ideal, as dis-
course and as practice. However, the future of Bo-
sawás is not only a question of the agency of diff er-
ent groups and of the power relationships between 
them, but also of structural factors aff ecting the re-
gion. Th e success of indigenous activism in Bosawás 
will be strongly infl uenced by the willingness of 
intermediary NGOs to collaborate with local indig-
enous organisations in integrated conservation and 
development eff orts. Th e local organisations also 
face the challenge of convincing external conserva-
tion institutions (both national and international) 
of their commitment to, and technical capacity for, 
management that includes conservation objectives. 
Th e communities will however not be motivated to 
conserve if their economic development concerns 
are not met. Th e associations are dependent on ex-
ternal assistance in fi nancial management and de-
velopment planning in order to sustain and develop 
local livelihoods without jeopardising the conser-
vation objectives. Th e potential for sustainable re-
source management, conservation of biodiversity, 
and cultural survival is by the indigenous groups 
especially dependent on their rights to the land and 
its resources. Th ese indigenous rights to the control 
and management of the territory and the improve-
ment of indigenous institutional capacity are crucial 
points in the management of Bosawás if the region 
is to be maintained as a conservation region.

Th e view the indigenous peoples in Bosawás 
take to the conservation measures of the state can 
be compared with the one that Bryant (2000) as-
sociates with “postmodern” forms of capital. Here 
the idea is that the conservation that the state im-
plements, represents a new regime of accumulation 
by the elites (comprising state conservation agen-
cies and environmental NGOs), who take advan-
tage of environmental concerns at the global level. 
Th e indigenous peoples see the designation of the 
Bosawás reserve as a coercive measure implemented 
by the state only in order to receive international 
funding and development projects, which have un-
til now been of very little benefi t to the indigenous 
communities. Th e pastor in the village of Mukuswás 
told me that for him, Bosawás is a luxurious build-
ing in Managua and tourist tours for foreigners and 
technicians. People hear of the millions of dollars 
that have poured into Bosawás from abroad, but do 
not see tangible benefi ts for the local population. 
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I frequently heard estimations by NGO and gov-
ernmental employees that the amount of external 
fi nancial support during the fi rst ten years of the 
project has been at least 100 million dollars, such as 
in this excerpt from an interview with the director 
of SETAB in October 2002:
“...and we selected Wiwilí because the mayor in that 
moment was saying that ‘I’m worried because on Mon-
days my municipality is invaded by vehicles of so many 
projects that I do not know, and on Fridays, everyone 
leaves and the village is left scared and deserted’. I’m talk-
ing about 1998 to 2000, post-Mitch and a little after that 
– 50 million dollars have been invested in the municipal-
ity of Wiwilí. And the mayor did not even know about 
one centavo of this.”

Th e indigenous territories have their own rep-
resentatives in the National Bosawás Commission, 
but this is merely symbolic, in practice the SETAB 
offi  cials are those who undertake all the decisions. 
For that reason the territories have recently formed 
an inter-territorial organisation, WAULA, with the 
support of local and international NGOs, with the 
aim to decentralise power in the decision-making 
to the territorial level. Th e SETAB offi  cials say they 
are in favour of the WAULA idea although the In-
dians told me the offi  cials have tried to do what they 
could to stop the Indians in forming the organisa-
tion, fearing that they will take control of the whole 
reserve and the funds fl owing into it. Th e Indians 
acknowledge that their long-term objective with 
WAULA is to achieve that the international aid will 
fl ow directly to the indigenous organisations instead 
of the SETAB, and many people would like to lay 
down the whole Bosawás institution and establish a 
protected area managed entirely by the indigenous 
associations. A former síndico from Musawás sum-
marises in an interview from December 2002:
“I observed that Bosawás is a macro-project of the state 
and is not preoccupied with the indigenous rights. We 
also saw serious problems in the territorial demarca-
tion, the clearing of the boundary lines; they have not 
done what they promised. Th ey also want to control the 
NGOs and we receive no benefi t. Th at is why Masaku 
[the territorial association of Mayangna Sauni As] is a le-
gal entity in order to attract funds and projects. Bosawás 
said that they are going to work for the indigenous rights, 
but they did not comply, and we have no development. 
We are convinced that Bosawás should be terminated in 
our territory. Masaku can implement agreements with 
other people, but not with the Germans [a large part of 
the foreign funding for Bosawás has come from the Ger-
man development agency GTZ]. Two of our people have 
worked for Bosawás in a type of contract, they are of the 
opinion that Bosawás should continue, but the decision 
is of the community. MARENA prohibits us from cut-

ting precious trees, forest, we cannot hunt. So they re-
quire this of us, but we do have the right to hunt because 
we have always done this, and we have not destroyed our 
resources.”  

Th e population is ambivalent in relation to envi-
ronmental matters and protected areas; they gener-
ally acknowledge the importance of protecting the 
resources, but there is not always coherence between 
this acknowledgement and the real practices. I no-
ticed that similar to Mordt’s (2002: 141) study in 
Río San Juan, Nicaragua, there are two confl icting 
conceptions in the local environmental discourses 
in Bosawás; the “environmentalist” one and the 
“subsistentialist” one. In the latter, the population 
is seen to have the right to use the resources even in 
contradiction to environmental protection in order 
to subsist. Th is feeling of having the right to use the 
resources is stronger in territorially rooted groups, 
who feel attached to their place and think that the 
resources are theirs. But the two conceptions can ex-
ist side by side. Th e environmentalist conception in 
Bosawás has become internalised through external 
infl uences, such as the activities of environmental-
ist organisations. Th e local discourses of protecting 
the forest are mainly based on the importance of 
protecting the basins so as to avoid siltation and the 
lowering of the water level, something a large part of 
the population in Bosawás claim to have happened 
during recent years. 

Bosawás represents both positive and negative 
things for the Indians. Especially during the early 
years of the Bosawás project, the people mostly 
looked on it as an imposition from the part of the 
state and international institutions driving only their 
own interests; a mechanism of increasing control by 
these institutions, and as a threat to the indigenous 
territorial rights and rights of self-determination, as 
in the following excerpt from an interview with a 
Miskitu community member from Carrizal in De-
cember 2002:
“…a leader of the community…told [an employee of 
GTZ] that as they [GTZ Bosawás] had taken away land 
from the Sumos [Mayangnas] of Bonanza, they came 
with that same idea, to the Cuenca Media, to take away 
the land of San Carlos…for that bad management of the 
concept, that Bosawás was taking away their land…the 
indigenous people did not let them enter…what made 
the people accept Bosawás was practically because of 
Mitch. Mitch strengthened Bosawás, because during 
Mitch, Bosawás was one of the organisations that helped 
the most.” 

Th e SETAB director for his part confi rmed in 
an interview in October 2002 that it is only a mis-
informed conception of the indigenous people that 
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SETAB wants to confi scate their land for the sake of 
conservation:
“Th e Bosawás law ratifi es an already existing core zone, 
and at no stage will we want to usurp the property of the 
indigenous people, the central property they have had 
traditionally. Th ey will continue there. At no stage shall 
MARENA kick them out on the street.” 

Other groups, even the Miskitus, on the other 
hand think that the Mayangnas want to take advan-
tage of Bosawás and achieve territorial rights to all 
the lands in the core zone of the reserve, where they 
are the largest population group (and often receive 
more international attention because of conforming 
more perfectly to the representation of the “ecologi-
cal” Indian). A Miskitu in the community of Car-
rizal expressed in an interview in December 2002:
“...but these were times before the colony [when the Mis-
kitus repressed the Mayangna]. So we, in modern times, 
are not guilty of what happened in that time. But they 
[the Mayangna] want to reclaim this and confront us. 
So there exists a very confrontative group around this 
theme. Practically, the Sumos think that all this, Bosawás, 
is theirs. Isn’t it so? Th is is the conception. So, they want 
to claim and appropriate the largest possible extension 
of land.” 

Th e director of SETAB further acknowledged 
in October 2002, that the negative attitude of the 
indigenous people toward Bosawás is understand-
able:
“Concerning the criticism towards MARENA you have 
to take into account that the indigenous people have 
not earlier had good relations with the state, for exam-
ple with INFONAC, and this also relates to Bosawás. 
Th e indigenous people also said from the beginning that 
they will accept Bosawás if they get land titles, and this 
has not been achieved. Th e indigenous people did not 
understand that MARENA is only a small part of the 
central government and has minimal institutional infl u-
ence. So we have not been able to advance more, and 
logically they will blame MARENA. So this was a big 
failure that the essential conceptual basis of the manage-
ment of the reserve with the indigenous people and the 
local municipal entities was not achieved. Neither was 
the recognition of indigenous communal properties in 
the six territories and of the individual properties of the 
campesinos of the buff er zone achieved to stop the ad-
vance of the agricultural frontier. Secondly, the process of 
establishing a sustainable production in the reserve was 
not consolidated either.”

Th e lack of concordance between indigenous 
and government aspirations and actions and 
achievements continues to generate occasionally 
hostile relationships between government personnel 
and indigenous communities, but many indigenous 
people also see the possibility of using Bosawás as a 

territorial control strategy for their own part; of se-
curing their land rights and therefore rights of self-
determination. Th ey do not see the ecological serv-
ices rendered through Bosawás to the international 
public as of much importance to themselves, but 
make use of these services and discourses to legiti-
mise their own territorial claims. Local people most 
often are not completely against state management 
of protected areas, although they attack the cen-
tralised decision-making and coercive conservation 
processes. Th ey however want the state to play a sec-
ondary role in the local management and ownership 
of the resources. Th ey want conservation projects to 
protect their land and resource rights from external 
threats and recognise and support their right to de-
termine their own development. Th ey furthermore 
require more eff ective local consultation in projects 
and strengthening of the local management institu-
tions. Another very important point as in all con-
servation areas is that the local population expects 
that the conservation measures will provide tangible 
benefi ts to them. 

As Bryant (2000) states, indigenous people often 
accept, and prefer, some government input in con-
servation, but regard that the local people should 
lead in protecting the territory and its resources 
and other groups should play a secondary role. In 
Bosawás the indigenous people are not generally 
totally against the work of the SETAB, neither do 
they completely question its existence. Because of 
the marginalisation of the local people in the deci-
sions aff ecting the reserve, Bosawás as an institution 
is nevertheless questioned, but what people claim 
is mainly a more equitable share of power, owner-
ship, and representation in the management of the 
reserve. An NGO-representative told me in an in-
terview from November 2002:
“So, the institutionality of the protected areas is very 
much questioned by the indigenous peoples, principally. 
Th e decree of the reserve, the recognition as a Biosphere 
Reserve by the UNESCO, and now the Bosawás law, 
none of these three important juridical institutions have 
been consulted with the indigenous people.” 

Due to corruption at national, regional and mu-
nicipal levels, and the support given to unsustainable 
resource use by international and national compa-
nies, it is no wonder that the indigenous people see 
the imposition of protected areas on their lands as a 
threat to their cultural and territorial rights. Th ere is 
also little eff ective communication between the Bo-
sawás administration and the communities. Con-
sultation and participation are in the practice only 
a manifestation of poor top-down informing and of 
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the lack of institutional coordination. When a con-
sultation is carried through in the communities, this 
is in eff ect only a process of informing the commu-
nities about decisions already taken and processes 
already on the move. Th ere are a huge number of 
NGOs working in the region, but both the lack of 
willingness to achieve better coordination, and the 
infrastructural limitations to coordination minimise 
the effi  cacy of the development agencies, which are 
considered drowning the resources in ineffi  cient 
planning and implementation:
“Th ere is a planning syndrom, I would say, In Bosawás, 
where everyone who arrives wants to do planning. Th e 
people are already a bit tired of the planning processes 
and want actions. I think the management plan will be 
translated into something much more real and concrete.” 
(Employee of a national environmental NGO, October 
2002).

Wilshusen et al. (2002) point out that looking 
at the politicised nature of protected areas helps ex-
plain why confl ict and resistance so often develop 
in relation to parks and their management. Th e po-
litical trajectories of protected areas to a large extent 
shape how they are perceived by the local people 
and other actors, including the degree of legitimacy 
that management restrictions carry. Recognising the 
political nature of protected areas is important be-
cause it shows that attempts at consultation or “par-
ticipation” most likely will not change many rural 
peoples’ suspicions and resistance unless the dia-
logue attends to broader social and political factors. 

Th e initial overly ecological and paternalistic 
messages from the Bosawás project were also seen 
as insulting by the indigenous people, and from the 
start created a negative attitude towards the project. 
Another occurrence that created more hostile atti-
tudes toward the project was when on the 24th of 
December 2001, the Bosawás decree was elevated 
to the category of a law (Ley que declara…2001). 
Th is came as a complete surprise to the indigenous 
associations, who had not been consulted on the 
issue. Th e main point of criticism against the law 
was that it stipulates that SETAB is the instance 
responsible for managing the reserve, whereas the 
National Bosawás Commission, where all the indig-
enous territories have their representatives, is only 
given a consultative status regarding the plans put 
forth through the SETAB. In 2002 during my fi eld-
work, a reform of the law was planned in coordi-
nation between environmental NGOs, indigenous 
people, municipalities, and MARENA. In this, it 
was proposed that the Commission be given a reso-
lutive status as it had earlier. If this were the case, 

also the confl icts between the municipalities and 
SETAB could be overcome, because the municipali-
ties would have more say in the management of the 
reserve. An NGO-representative pointed out the 
discrepancies concerning the law, in an interview 
from November 2002:
“Th e National Bosawás Commission is not given any 
resolutive character, only consultative. Th e solution put 
forward by the critics is that the Commission be given 
the resolutive character it had earlier. Th en the problem 
of competency between the mayors and MARENA can 
be overcome, because the mayors would form part of 
the Commission, which would decide on the policies of 
management in the reserve. But in the current proposal 
SETAB, which is the governmental institution, is given 
all the power. Our proposal is that the Technical Secretar-
iat [SETAB] be transformed into what it originally was; 
a secretariat. And that the Commission would be the one 
which has the initiative.” 

Furthermore in the discussions about the reform 
of the law, the municipalities, Centro Humboldt (a 
national environmental NGO), indigenous com-
munities and the URACCAN University proposed 
reformation of the article 7, so that it declare that 
“the national and local authorities recognise the right 
that the indigenous peoples have to the lands they 
traditionally occupy in Bosawás; in the permits and 
contracts of administration awarded for any activity 
compatible with the goals of the reserve, MARENA 
recognises the rights of property of the communi-
ties where these activities will take place” (from a 
meeting around the proposal for reform to the law 
407, 20.05.2002). Th e reaction of MARENA to 
this point was that MARENA is not in favour of 
the proposal, since the law does not contemplate 
the recognition of the indigenous territories as an 
objective. Th e indigenous people saw this law as a 
restriction to the principle of co-management, and 
the associations put forth an amparo action (appeal 
for protection) against the law in a local court and 
demanded a consultation and revision of the law.

Th e president of WAULA, comments on the law 
in an interview from October 2002:
“...at a certain moment the organisations supported us, 
we indigenous people have been there exerting pressure, 
and suddenly we notice that the law was already pub-
lished in the national press in December 2001. It was 
on Christmas Eve that they imposed upon us the law of 
Bosawás. Th e Minister of the Environment came to San 
Carlos and we claimed a consultation of the law for a 
small reform. We advanced in some aspects but when 
it came to the institutionality of the administration of 
Bosawás, MARENA did not want to advance in the dia-
logue because for them it was a central theme; the law 
says that the administration is exclusively of SETAB, 
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and not in co-management with the indigenous peo-
ple. Th e process of the reform was ground to a halt. In 
any case, the Bosawás project is in process, they already 
have a law, and they are working with the municipalities 
and not with the indigenous territories. Another proc-
ess was initiated with the management plan, this indeed 
integrated many norms of the indigenous territories, but 
the law does not integrate these principles. We have to 
achieve a reform of the law; the management plan has to 
be completed this year [2002] with a consultation. Ac-
cording to the management plan, the indigenous people 
will defi ne their own development plans. In one aspect 
the management plan seems important for us, because it 
will help us to create certain spaces to work indigenous 
people and government together. Th e big disadvantage 
is that the governmental authorities do not understand 
the indigenous rights and cosmovision. Since 1990, six 
Ministers have succeeded each other, and then every time 
we have to educate the new Ministers about our rights. 
Th e Bosawás project is a double edged sword, advantages 
and disadvantages. Th ey say we are in a protected area, 
that is ok, but then the resources should be ours. We are 
auto-demarcated, we have our own systems of territorial 
management, but they are managing us.” 

A large step forward in the relations between the 
state and the indigenous territories of Bosawás was 
taken in May 2005, when fi ve of the territories were 
fi nally given communal land titles through the law 
445 on communal demarcation. Th e territories of 
Bosawás were the fi rst to be offi  cially demarcated 
and titled through this new law. What facilitated 
the process, was that the territories had already been 
demarcated in the 1990s and the demarcation had 
only to be ratifi ed. Th e territory of Sikilta was not 
yet given a title, because it had confl icts concerning 
the boundaries with the community of Auhya Pihni 
and that has yet to be solved before the titling can 
take place.

7. Territorial discursive 
formations 

7.1. Noble state or noble savage? - 
environmental discourses 

7.1.1. Th e Ecologically Noble Savage

“Th e economic argument for the investigation of indig-
enous cultures  has its roots in the myth of the noble 
savage….It is the latter idea, that Indians lived in con-
formity with nature, that inspired this century’s reincar-
nation of the noble savage….Prominent conservationists 

have stated in the past, indigenous people “lived in close 
harmony with their local environment”… Th e idealised 
fi gure of centuries past had been reborn, as the ecologi-
cally noble savage.” (Redford 1991: 11).
“Nowadays we are no more armed fi ghters, now we are 
ecological fi ghters.” (Elder’s Council leader, October 
2002).

Resistance strategies of social movements have 
increasingly been globalised, building global net-
works and alliances and creating global discourses 
on ‘the common threat’ (Bending 2001). Th ese new 
resistance strategies or project identities of social 
movements rely on representations and discourses 
of otherness. In the global ecological imaginary, 
indigenous peoples are seen as natural allies of the 
environmental movements. Since the end of the 
1970s, indigenous peoples’ political actions and 
processes of constructing identity have been relat-
ed to environmentalism, which coincides with the 
process of the internationalisation of environmental 
law that has constructed indigenous peoples as sub-
jects who can have full rights over their territories 
and resources in order to enter the environmental 
market (Ulloa 2003). Th is new context has created 
a global environmental discourse that is based on 
expert scientifi c knowledge and new supranational 
environmental institutions, such as the Conven-
tion on Biological Diversity (CBD) and the Global 
Environmental Facility (GEF), administered by the 
World Bank, and which have begun to regulate the 
environment in a way that constructs biodiversity as 
“a world currency” (McAfee 1999).

According to Foucaultian reasoning, knowledge 
is produced through discourses within a specifi c 
historical and social context (Foucault 1978). Th e 
global environmental discourse is characterised by 
a certain way of thinking about the environment 
and is expressed in various texts, practices and poli-
cies that share the same rules or, in Foucault’s words, 
belong to the same ‘discursive formation’ (Foucault 
1978). Th us, the environment becomes a new space 
of knowledge that calls for special technical govern-
ance. Ulloa (2003) borrows Foucault’s term govern-
mentality (Foucault 1991) in a new context as an 
eco-governmentality. Indigenous movements are 
among the most prominent users of environmental 
discourses. Th e environmental and the indigenous 
movements are often seen to have the same goals. 
Ecological movements have joined forces with the 
indigenous movement, they have “gone native”, 
while the western ideas of environmentalism have 
caused the indigenous movements to “go green” 
(Conklin & Graham 1995). A global symbolic 
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politics of the “Ecologically Noble Savage” has de-
veloped. Th e new politics of the eco-Indian middle 
ground is primarily a symbolic politics; ideas and 
images, not common identity nor economic inter-
ests, mobilise political actions across wide gulfs of 
distance, language and culture. 

Since the 1980s, indigenous peoples have be-
come key symbols, as well as key participants, in the 
development of an ideology and organisational net-
works that link local confl icts to international issues 
and social movements. Indians possess “symbolic 
capital” using the term of Bourdieu (1999). Th is is 
a form of economic or cultural capital which is ac-
knowledged and recognised and tends to reinforce 
the power relations in society. Positive ideas about 
Indians and their relations to nature have become 
symbolic resources in transnational politics. How-
ever, as I realised in my fi eldwork, the practical as-
pects of environmental struggles are seen to be more 
important for the indigenous people on the Atlantic 
Coast than the symbolic aspects they enclose.

As emphasised earlier in this work, the mod-
ern indigenous movement in Nicaragua was born 
in the early 1970s under considerable international 
infl uence, mainly from Fourth Worldist organisa-
tions such as Cultural Survival, and under the infl u-
ence of the local Moravian and Catholic Churches. 
During the early 1970s, the indigenous movement 
primarily emphasised social and economic develop-
ment, and was not articulated with environmental-
ist discourses. According to a personal commentary 
of a conservationist I met in Nicaragua in October 
2002, the environmentalist movement was also born 
in Nicaragua in the 1970s, but had no bonds with 
indigenous issues, but rather emphasised purely con-
servationist issues. Th e territorial and environmen-
talist discourses gained ground in the indigenous 
movement since the 1980s, when the indigenous 
struggles became all the more internationalised or 
globalised. One of the most important incidents 
that spurred the formation of an indigenous envi-
ronmental movement and identity was the creation 
of the Bosawás reserve in 1991 on lands traditionally 
belonging to Miskitu and Mayangna communities. 
Th e Indians in Bosawás were the fi rst in Nicaragua 
to clearly start articulating their discourses in more 
environmental terms. Th e Mayangnas had also em-
phasised environmental aspects already in the form-
ing of SUKAWALA, but at this time it was mainly 
a question of the environmental hazards brought 
about by the mining companies, and not so much a 
discourse of the ecological Indian.

7.1.2. Contradictions    
and misrepresentations

It is diffi  cult to interpret the strategies and discours-
es of the people involved in social movements when 
representing them. Especially ecological movements 
are very easily romantisised and constructed as the 
‘other’, an environmentally harmonious noble sav-
age, affi  rming the Western dual conception of na-
ture and culture. Th e Western ideas have contribut-
ed both to strengths and weaknesses of eco-politics 
for pursuing indigenous goals of self-determination, 
and have led to the formation of a transnational, 
transcultural global ecological imaginary or imag-
ined ecological community (Ulloa 2003). Stereo-
typical assumptions and representations of the ‘oth-
er’ infl uence this imagined identity.  For example, 
indigenous people, women, nature, the traditional, 
and the local are often represented as opposed to 
and dominated by the “civilised”, men, culture, the 
modern, and the global. 

Much has been written on how subaltern strug-
gles are distorted by representations created and 
imposed by outsiders, which often while meaning 
good, also distort local histories, livelihoods issues 
and aspirations (Li 2000a: 172). Lohmann (1993: 
203) points out that “green orientalism” can make 
locals act out assigned roles which they can “twist 
and subvert” to their own advantage (and to the dis-
advantage of other local groups). Th is can be seen 
for example in the case of the Chipko movement 
in the Himalayas. Th is movement confl icted with 
the aspirations of a big part of the local populations 
who did not embrace the ecological representations 
created by outsiders and local Chipko leaders (Lo-
hmann 1993). Th ese systems of representation, by 
furthering certain local leaders’ goals and aspira-
tions, may lead to local intergroup confl icts, often 
between those portrayed as indigenous and environ-
mentalists, or traditionalists, and those represented 
as modernists, corrupted and westernised. Another 
group often cited in studies on the contradiction 
between indigenism and environmentalism are the 
Penan of Sarawak (Bending 2001).  Th e Penan have 
been represented as environmentalists resisting the 
logging of the rainforest, but they have become in-
creasingly reliant on the logging companies they 
themselves resisted. 

Transnational institutions and movements have 
had contradictory eff ects at the local level because 
ideas promoted by transnational discourses of eco-
logical natives are not always representative of the 
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conceptions in the indigenous communities. When 
indigenous communities do not fi t into this model, 
they are seen as contradictory or inauthentic. As 
Conklin & Graham (1995) emphasise, the inter-
national alliance is fragile and may pose domestic 
political risks for indigenous peoples due to the in-
stability and contradictions between the realities of 
indigenous societies and the transnational discours-
es about them. Middle grounds are forged on the 
basis of assumptions about the ‘other’ and how the 
‘other’ can contribute to specifi c goals. Th ese stere-
rotypical assumptions always involve cross-cultural 
misperceptions and strategic misrepresentations, 
and are thus weak bases for indigenous rights’ advo-
cacy because they misrepresent the nature of native 
communities and their priorities. 

As Redford & Stearman (1993) point out, the 
Indian-environmentalist alliance is actually based 
on two partially contradictory agendas. Indigenous 
peoples’ goals in using environmentalist discourses 
are ultimately to seek self-determination and con-
trol over their own resources and these priorities do 
not always fi t well with the environmentalists’ prior-
ities. As Redford & Stearman point out, many times 
native communities have chosen environmentally 
destructive options when asserting control over the 
resources within their ancestral territories, and local 
actions that contradict this image of the environ-
mental Indian tend to be interpreted as evidence of 
corruption or inauthenticity. Th e indigenous peo-
ple can forge alliances with outsiders only as long as 
their priorities are laid out in terms that appeal to 
Western values. Th ese can nevertheless be in confl ict 
with the indigenous communities’ own worldviews 
and priorities. When the local actions contradict 
the outsiders’ assumptions and values, the symbolic 
meanings on which their international support is 
based may be diluted. 

Th e use of the environmental discourse should 
thus not put unjust and unrealistic pressure on the 
indigenous peoples to always conform to some pre-
conceived stereotype of the “ecologically noble sav-
age”. Th e indigenous people should not either make 
use of merely environmental discourses in legitimat-
ing their territorial claims, but use a variety of dis-
courses. In this aspect the Indians on the Atlantic 
Coast stand on fairly strong ground, as they do not 
make exclusive use of the environmental discourse. 
Rather their strongest discourses are those empha-
sising history and collective memory.

7.1.3. Diff erent actors’ conceptions

Both the state and the indigenous organisations 
widely use environmental rhetoric and discourses to 
legitimate their positions and actions. Th e paternal-
istic Latin American states have usually not trusted 
local communities to be able to manage their re-
sources, and the state uses discourses of the state 
as the only effi  cient manager of natural resources 
(see Alcorn (1993: 424) on the “myth of the noble 
state”), while the indigenous people use discourses 
of indigenous peoples as conservationists and local 
management as the most effi  cient way to conserve re-
sources. Th e national territorial discourse expressed 
in legislation and policies has usually in Latin Amer-
ican countries been centred on economic and geo-
political aspects, but has in recent years started to 
include environmental aspects. However, although 
the legislation has adopted progressive measures, the 
practice of the policies falls short because of the low 
level of institutionalisation at the regional and lo-
cal levels and the shortage of funds to implement 
the policies and to exert control. Th ere has also oc-
curred a decentralisation of rights and responsibili-
ties in environmental matters to the municipal level, 
but this has neither been accompanied by a transfer 
of funds to implement these responsibilities, and the 
municipal governments are dependent on receiving 
foreign support to maintain their environmental ac-
tivities and committees (Larson 2003).   

Within the indigenous communities, the envi-
ronmental discourse seems more of a discourse than 
a practice. Th ere is however one tangible example of 
a natural intertwining of environmental discourses 
and practices, which is the territories of the Bosawás 
reserve. It is diffi  cult to say to what point the en-
vironmentally sustainable land use practices in Bo-
sawás are more a result of the deeper penetration of 
environmental discourses at the local level because 
of the activities of environmental groups, or wheth-
er these practices are deeply rooted in the Mayangna 
and Miskitu cultures, and have been able to survive 
better in this remote area than in other areas.

When asking Indians about the origin of the 
environmentalist discourse, they told me (in the 
typical way of indigenous discourse), that it is not a 
discourse for them, but rather a way of life, because 
they live from the earth and belong to the earth:
“…Wherever I have gone to countries where there are in-
digenous people, there are always forests. And this is not 
because we are lazy, but because if the forest will disappear 
here, all life will disappear. As an example, in Honduras, 
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when the refugees arrived, they were only placed on the 
prairies. And there children, youngsters, old people died. 
But when they were placed in the forests, there the sick-
nesses disappeared. Th at means that in a zone with no 
forests, we have no life. So I think that this discourse, 
although it is badly used, is a reality. Th at we indigenous 
peoples depend on the forests. We always protect. Th is is 
a reality, that where there are mestizos, where there are 
big landowners, where there are Spaniards, wherever you 
look, there are no forests. Only where the Indians are. 
Th is is a source of pride for us. We are not lazy, we work, 
because traditionally in our culture we have never hurt 
others, we have lived well until the decades of the past 
war. Wherever you go, we have no hospitals, but we live 
from these lands. And this is a reality. When the forest 
disappears, the indigenous way of life disappears.” May-
angna community member, Musawás, December 2002.

A former president of SUKAWALA expressed 
the environmentalism of the Indians this way in 
November 2002:
“…so I say that there are two approaches to environment 
and conservation. Th e conservation that the organisations 
are implementing is a fashion, or it is also an economic 
model. Our sort of conservation is not a fashion. We are 
environmentalists out of nature. For us the important 
thing is not the surplus, but the existence of oxygen, of 
trees, of land, of the human being, of the habitat in its 
entirety; this is what is important for the future world 
and for survival.” 

Another Mayangna in Awas Tingni in October 
2002 voiced his opinions this way on the diff erences 
between indigenous and mestizo ways of life: 
“Well, the Mayangnas, we are like this, look, like this 
now we want to live. But the mestizos do not want to live 
like this, poor, they like to live with a nice house, they 
do not want to raise animals. Th ey want to have tarmac 
roads, with cement, like this they want to live. But not 
us, we don’t think like that, we work like this in the fi eld 
planting quequisque, bananas, beans, rice. But the mes-
tizos say my land my land, but what do they have there? 
Th ey don’t have anything. If in that land of the mesti-
zos there are a hundred mahogany trees, in one year they 
have felled them, they exploit everything and then they 
look for other land. Only that interest, but not us. Maybe 
in one hectare we have twenty mahogany trees, we keep 
the forest in a good state, we protect and don’t take the 
trees. Or we take one tree for making a pipante (canoe) 
to go along the river, yes, only this. Some other year we 
come and take another one for construction work, per-
sonal use, constructing a house. But the mestizos, they 
only look for this [money]. Th at is the diff erence. Yes, 
so it is.” 

Th e Mayangnas talk about the mestizo way of 
working the land “effi  ciently” through clearing it 
for pasture by describing the mestizos as ants who 
destroy everything in their way. I was also told by 

a community member in Sikilta that he had seen a 
slogan at the agricultural union UNAG in Managua 
that stated the mestizo work ethic this way: “We are 
not fi sh to live off  the river, birds to live off  the air, 
we are people to live off  the earth, that is why we 
must work [till] it.”

Th e perceived unsustainable environmental 
practices of the settler mestizos are not limited only 
to the land, as another Mayangna stated in Sikilta 
in October 2002: 
“Th ey [settlers] throw dynamite, they kill the fi sh this 
big. Because the dynamite kills everything. Th ey only 
take the big ones. And for that reason also, the rivers and 
the resources continue to diminish.”

However, indigenous people have also noted that 
environmental discourses and practices are gaining 
ground also amongst the mestizos, as the following 
interview extract shows (Sikilta October 2002):
“I had never earlier heard of mestizos talking of conser-
vation, of leaving this and that parcel for the coming 
generations. But now all of a sudden the campesinos are 
talking of this.”

Th e Mayangnas use the environmental discours-
es to a wider extent than the Miskitus. Th is may be 
partly a result of the view outsiders have of Mayang-
nas as more ‘authentic’ Indians and therefore more 
‘ecologically noble’ than the Miskitus, who are a 
racially more mixed population. But it also has to 
do with the fact that the Mayangnas have in recent 
decades been more subject to environmental risks 
such as the water contamination brought about by 
mining companies, and because they live mainly in 
areas with more abundant natural resources and are 
more dependent on the forest than the Miskitus. 
Mayangnas on the one hand have felt marginalised 
by the Miskitu majority group, who even histori-
cally “pushed” the Mayangnas further into the for-
est in the interior from the coastal areas. Nowadays 
the Mayangnas in the Bosawás area say this move-
ment towards the interior actually turned out to the 
advantage of the Mayangnas, because after all, the 
Mayangnas were left with the most resource rich ar-
eas in the rainforests.

YATAMA and the Elder’s Council are among 
the indigenous organisations most eloquently pro-
moting the environmental discourse. Th e legal advi-
sors of the Elder’s Council and its prominent leaders 
have successfully integrated this discourse into their 
territorial claims and into the declarations they ac-
tively present to the international audience. A decla-
ration of the Elders’ Council from November 1996 
(cited in Caddy 1998: 185) states:
“Th ere is an urgent need for leaders and spiritual men-
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tors at the local level to encourage prayers and meditation 
amongst our people in order to inspire and strengthen us 
in the defence and protection of our natural resources, to 
recognise that each plot of land is sacred, each sparkling 
cluster of pine, mahogany, and cedar trees; each grain of 
sand on our beaches, each drop of dew in our forests is 
sacred to the memory and to the past of our peoples, 
because the resin that circulates in the vein of the trees 
carries with it the memory of the people of the Moskitia, 
and we must wait until we have clearly defi ned how to 
use and exploit our resources for the benefi t of our nation 
and humanity.”

During my fi eldwork, I had much contact with 
the legal advisors of the Elder’s Council, who have 
also written the preceding declaration. According to 
the view I have of these leaders, they have appro-
priated this discourse from the international arena. 
Even though I regard the environmentalist dis-
course on the Atlantic Coast mainly as a rhetorical 
discourse, often appropriated from the global level, 
it seems that the discourses have also promoted a 
certain degree of environmental consciousness lead-
ing to more sustainable environmental practices. 
But using only the environmentalist discourse to 
justify land claims and gain new allies in the strug-
gle over land and resources, can be dangerous, as 
the discourse and the allies it can bring, is shortlived 
and conjunctural (Fisher 1994), and thus alliances 
should be built with diverse groups by using diverse 
discourses. 

Th e indigenous leadership often sees the environ-
mental discourses as something imposed on them 
from the outside. Whereas practically everyone in 
the communities portrays the indigenous people as 
protectors of the forest, many of the more educated 
leaders specifi cally point out that the indigenous 
people are not strictly conservationist, but that this 
is an image imposed on them primarily since the 
creation of the Bosawás reserve in 1991. Th e leader 
of WAULA remarked in an interview from October 
2002:
“Logically, the environmental theme is a new theme. For 
the indigenous people, protection of the environment is 
part of their lives, because traditionally they were only 
preoccupied with the necessary things for subsistence. 
Actually, all this stuff  about the environmental question 
is practically imposed from the outside. From 1991 on-
wards, when I started in SUKAWALA, IRENA started to 
emit decrees for the creation of protected areas. We asked 
the state to respect our indigenous dignity through our 
own management and the legalisation of the territories. 
From that point on we started putting forth the environ-
mental question and people have said we are conserva-
tionists. And that we have showed in Bosawás; it’s not 
a question of planning; this respect for the tree, for the 

river, for the mountain comes from our ancestors. Th e 
international organisations focus more on administrative 
systems and violate the authentic indigenous vision. Th e 
international organisations have carried through some 
good roles, but they have also constributed to weaken-
ing the indigenous principles; they have made us objects 
instead of actors in these processes.”

As the preceding quote suggests implicitly, the 
indigenous people started to put forth the environ-
mental question out of strategic concerns, when they 
noted that the state was extending its control over 
indigenous areas through conservation projects. Th e 
quote however also suggests that respect for the en-
vironment is an integral part of indigenous life. Th e 
indigenous people see state conservation projects as 
too technocratic and managerial, and as the indig-
enous people are not trained in this technical and 
professional management, they feel marginalised by 
the state as objects of conservation who are not al-
lowed their own agency.

State offi  cials working with natural resources 
most often also regard the indigenous people as an-
cestrally conservationist, but having lost this con-
servationist mentality through modernisation and 
the commercialisation of natural resources. As the 
INAFOR delegate in Bilwi remarked in November 
2000: 
“Th e indigenous people cohabit with their territory 
and need it. Th ey protect it quite a lot, but they are not 
conservationist when economic interests and necessities 
arise. So I say they are not conservationists, due to the 
economic situation.” 

NGO-employees often employ the “ecologically 
noble savage” discourse strategically to gain support 
for the indigenous cause, although they personally 
do not partake of this view. As an employee in an 
environmental NGO put forth in an interview in 
November 2002:
“I think the environmental discourse has existed always 
but in diff erent terms, which do not arise necessarily 
from the indigenous people themselves, but from inter-
national organisations. So the indigenous people have in-
serted themselves in this and want conservation projects 
without intermediaries, so they claim participation in 
co-management, protected areas, planning. And they 
have become more conscious of environmental matters 
and this gives them more identity. Th e imposition of the 
discourse occurs when the state decrees protected areas 
without consulting the indigenous people, but conserva-
tion is a quasi-natural part of the life in the communities. 
Th ey have realised the environmental deterioration. But 
I have not realised any highly conservationist discourse, 
but rather one of conservation for development. Maybe 
in some Mayangna communities there are more conser-
vationist discourses.”



128

A representative of another national non-gov-
ernmental agency showed me mental maps they 
had done in indigenous communities, which repre-
sented the community as it was earlier, as it is now, 
and as the community members hope it will be in 
the future. Most of the maps of the past presented 
a landscape full of primary forest and wild animals, 
bamboo houses and the Moravian church in the 
centre of the picture, in an overdimensioned size, re-
fl ecting the importance of the church. Th e maps of 
the future presented quite urban landscapes, pave-
ments and rectangular streets of “Spanish” style with 
a plaza in the middle, some (albeit small) churches 
of diff erent denomination, houses made of wood 
with zinc roofs, the forest having given way mostly 
to cattle pastures, and with virtually no wild ani-
mals. Th e NGO-representative said these maps are 
only for their internal use because they think that 
although the conception of the ecologically noble 
savage is a myth, it nevertheless has a lot of potential 
in acquiring support for the indigenous communi-
ties, and they do not want to destroy the strategic 
potential of this myth. 

Th e infl uence of cultural and territorial repre-
sentations is most clearly seen in the social represen-
tations of Indians versus mestizos. Th e Indians are 
represented (and represent themselves) as conserva-
tionists and guardians of the forest in contrast to 
the mestizos, who are seen as destructive encroach-
ers and irresponsible deforesters. Th e mestizos are 
represented as a privileged, more educated, more 
advanced, and more supported by the state and 
non-governmental organisations (although actu-
ally the indigenous communities most often receive 
more support than the mestizo communities). Of-
ten the indigenous leaders, triggered by conceptions 
of the indigenous people as marginalised, strive to 
acquire high levels of living conditions, not taking 
into consideration or understanding the macroeco-
nomic conditions and levels of poverty present in all 
of Nicaragua. When being refused their own devel-
opment proposals presented for example to SETAB, 
the indigenous people see this refusal as a refusal to 
their development and human rights, creating ten-
sions and confl icts between the agencies and the In-
dians. Th e indigenous people see themselves as the 
only ones who conserve the forest, and all others as 
destroyers. When the indigenous leaders put forth 
development proposals for receiving materials to 
construct houses of more modern nature, they are 
sometimes refused this, and recommended to con-
tinue building their houses of bamboo in order to 
preserve the forest. Th rough this they feel discrimi-

nated in not being acknowledged the sort of devel-
opment they aspire, and feel the agencies are expect-
ing them to live forever in the traditional way they 
have done for “millions of years”. Th is is a problem 
in general concerning the existence of indigenous 
people within protected areas. Even though the In-
dians discursively construct themselves as defenders 
of the forest, and say they want to live forever in 
the forest without outside intruders, this discourse 
confl icts with the development aspirations of a large 
part of the population. Living in a core zone of a 
biosphere reserve may implicitly mean that the peo-
ple are practically forced to continue living in pov-
erty as they cannot extract resources from the forest 
to accumulate wealth. In reality, if the people in Bo-
sawás had the opportunity to choose, I think many 
of these people would choose to live a “modern” life 
or move to the cities or even to the United States, as 
is fairly common among the costeños. 

In Howard’s research in the Bosawás reserve 
(1997b), she noted that half of the Mayangna com-
pared with a third of the mestizos wished to pro-
tect the forest for environmental reasons, while the 
mestizos more frequently considered it worthwhile 
to protect the forest in order to safeguard resources 
for the future. Over half of the mestizos thought it 
would be advantageous that lumber companies ar-
rived, whereas almost two thirds of the Mayangnas 
thought the lumber companies would destroy the 
forest. According to my fi eldwork, however, I noted 
that the Mayangnas equally consider it advantageous 
to have lumber companies in the area to provide 
them with work, only that they are accustomed to 
outsiders taking the large part of the profi ts and are 
therefore more reserved in this respect. In Howard’s 
study four fi fths of the Mayangna were concerned 
about the loss of forest fauna due to over-hunting 
by the mestizos, whereas only a fi fth of the mestizos 
thought the wild animals were disappearing. I noted 
similar concerns about the loss of animals, however 
many of the interviewed Mayangnas thought there 
are still plenty of wild animals and they should be 
allowed to hunt them. Most of the mestizos I inter-
viewed regarded the Mayangnas to be the ones who 
over-hunt and deplete the wildlife resources.  

Although the most common representations 
used are those of the conservationist Indians and 
destructive mestizos, the same dichotomy is found 
also in representations of Mayangnas versus Miski-
tus. Th e Mayangnas regard themselves as the care-
takers of the forest, as they occupy the large part 
of the most forested areas, and see the Miskitus as 
destructive and irresponsible. Th e Miskitus on their 
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part regard the Mayangnas as simple people who do 
not understand to work and take advantage of the 
natural resources. 

7.1.4. Strategic essentialism or rooted  
practice?

Th e indigenous territorial discourses strongly em-
phasise the indigenous peoples’ ancestral rights to 
a territory and environment they have conserved 
and guarded since time immemorial. But do the in-
digenous people use the environmentalist discourse 
merely because they know this appeals to foreign 
donors and researchers, or is there really an innate 
practical connection between these discourses and 
environmental practices in the communities? Is 
the driving force behind the indigenous territorial 
struggle a deeply rooted ideal to preserve the terri-
tory and its natural resources for the coming genera-
tions, or is the environmentalist appeal merely used 
as a strategy and a means to reach material goals of 
improving the communities’ socio-economic posi-
tion? And is it even possible or relevant to search for 
an ‘either/or’ explanation and to create a division 
between idea and materia or does there exist a con-
tinuum between the two that has to be explained in 
other terms? 

As I personally, and many Nicaraguan NGO-
workers I interviewed, see it, the environmentalist 
discourse mainly exists at the level of discourse. En-
vironmentalism is used as a means to legitimise the 
indigenous claims to the territory and to the control 
of its natural resources. Th e Indians claim their lands 
on the argument that their livelihood systems have 
proved to be sustainable over a long time, have pre-
served the forest, and that their very presence in the 
area has served to keep deforesting mestizo invaders 
and market-forces away, as unoccupied land is the 
easiest to invade. Environmentalism and conserva-
tionism are used more as a strategy for catering for 
material concerns, rather than as conservation for its 
own sake. Traditional conservation of the environ-
ment was neither carried out as conservation per se, 
but was rather a sort of “unconscious conservation”. 
People believed every live or dead being in nature 
was guarded by spirits. For example, if you cut too 
many trees, the spiritual ‘owner’ of the tree would 
punish you. Th erefore there existed a respect for na-
ture, but out of fear, not out of a want to conserve 
it. Th e loss of these traditional beliefs has paved way 
for less conservationist practices. 

Milton (1996) argues that when representing 

indigenous groups as environmentalists one must 
fi rst ask what environment means in that society 
and what kind of power relations have existed or 
exist between the people and the environment. If 
the people see nature as independent of the human 
and more powerful, outside of the human’s sphere 
of infl uence, one cannot speak of conservationism, 
because the people do not recognise human agency 
in infl uencing the environment, and thus neither 
any responsibility to protect it. In some cultures, 
environment is seen as passive and independent of 
human management, in others it is omnipotent and 
in control of human destiny, or then something in 
between, as a place inhabited by spirits that interact 
with humans in a reciprocal fashion. Asking oneself 
whether a group is environmentalist of not, depends 
on how one defi nes the environment. If the envi-
ronment is seen as something omnipotent, infi nite, 
and invincible, there will be no acknowledgement 
of human agency to protect the environment. But 
if environment is seen as limited and subject to hu-
man infl uence, thoughts may prevail that it needs 
human protection. Th ere are societies which are 
concerned about the environment, but see other 
agents than human as responsible for its protection, 
and thus one cannot talk of environmentalist or 
conservationist societies. As is pointed out in Bal-
and & Platteau (1996) and Milton (1996), it is the 
concern to protect the environment purposefully 
through human eff ort and responsibility that makes 
a society environmentalist, not just the concern that 
the environment be protected (for example by some 
spirit). But even in the cases where protection of 
the environment is seen to be in the hands of super-
natural powers, beliefs may exist that these powers 
demand human respect and obedience in return for 
the protection. In this case, protection is ultimately 
in human hands, but the measures taken to imple-
ment conservation may not by Western standards 
be seen as environmentalist (e.g. acts of worship or 
behaviour not seen to be in connection with the en-
vironment). In looking for traditional environmen-
talist societies, some researchers have distinguished 
between giving environments and reciprocating en-
vironments. While the giving environment provides 
unconditionally, the reciprocating environment 
provides in return for the fullfi lment of obligations, 
and is thus amenable to human infl uence, as in the 
case of many North, South, and Central American 
Indian societies. In this system power circulates 
from the environment to the human, and back to 
the environment, for example through ritual activi-
ties (Milton 1996). 
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Although the Mayangnas and Miskitus have tra-
ditionally seen nature to, in a certain amount, be 
more powerful than the human, there has also ex-
isted a conception that the human is able to, and 
has to, protect the resources from too much use. A 
Miskitu keyperson in Bilwí told me about custom-
ary laws from old times which regulate the use of 
resources. Th ere is for example an old tradition ac-
cording to which a hunter who kills too many of 
a species, for example deer, is confronted with the 
duhindu, the ‘owner’ of the deer, a mythological ani-
mal fi gure in the form of a white deer. Th e more the 
hunter tries to kill it, the bigger the duhindu grows, 
until it captures the hunter and takes him to his 
grounds to help him in caring for animals wounded 
by the hunters’ weapons. After some time the hunt-
er is returned to the human community embracing 
a conservationist mentality. It was also prohibited 
to kill pregnant animals or kill more than a certain 
amount of animals of a certain species per year. I 
noted that some of these customary laws (such as the 
hunting of a certain amount of animals) have also 
been appropriated in the land management plans of 
the indigenous territories of Bosawás with certain 
modifi cations. Th is offi  cial recognition of the ‘en-
vironmentalist’ practices of the Indians strengthens 
their self-representation as nature-lovers.  One of 
my keypersons in Bilwi, a Miskitu activist, makes 
prominent use of the environmentalist discourse in 
portraying the Miskitu as ancestrally conservation-
ist people resisting the environmentally destructive 
activities of the government:
“Th e environmentalist conception came from our forefa-
thers. Th ey prohibited the killing of female deer, every-
thing that was female. Our ancestors used only what was 
necessary, if they went hunting, they only killed one deer. 
We try to stop the massive destruction of our forests our 
fauna, but the central government is a completely capital-
ist government which harms us by wanting to destroy all 
our resources by turning them into dollars. Th ey say that 
we should not cut down the mahogany, but at the same 
time the companies are taking millions and millions of 
cubic metres of timber all the time. Th e president is a 
member of the companies. So we are in a situation where 
we are very calm but there can come a time when our 
patience will fi nish and we say until here stop.” 

Th e Miskitus and Mayangnas very often (both at 
leadership and common community level) represent 
themselves as ancestrally conservationist. Th e term 
conservationist should, however, not be applied to 
groups whose population is well below the carry-
ing capacity of the environment, and in contexts 
where there are no limits to resources, and thus no 
need to protect them. Only when the population 

grows and starts to put pressure on the resources 
can you speak of the existence of conservationist at-
titudes and practices. In the Bosawás Reserve, the 
human population has not exerted pressure on the 
environment until the last decades, when the ex-
pansion of the agricultural frontier started to be a 
threat to the resources. Th erefore, the forests in the 
indigenous territories have been ‘conserved’ until 
this day. Th e forest in some areas of Bosawás was 
actually before the 1980s less ‘conserved’ than now. 
Th e war had a positive eff ect on the forest, as the 
population was relocated as refugees to Honduras 
and the forest got a chance to rest from human use. 
So actually the good state of the forest cannot be 
completely grounded on traditional human sustain-
able practices. Th e spread of conservationist ideas is 
an outcome of both the work of NGOs and of the 
realisation in the communities of future limits to 
resources because of population growth and settler 
immigration. 

It is interesting to note that the Mayangnas 
speak of the settlers’ negative impact on the resourc-
es through the population pressure exerted on the 
resources, but on the other hand when asked if they 
fear that the resources will be limited in the future 
because of their own population growth, they do not 
see that as limiting the availability of resources very 
much. Th is may in practice become a problem as 
the Mayangnas are very pro-natalist. Th ey regard it 
very important to have more children because they 
are such a small group and through growing in pop-
ulation they hope to acquire more power and be less 
marginalised.  But the limits to sustainability due to 
the growing population are also being noted:
“Comparing the ancestral times and the present times, 
they were not thinking that in the future there could be 
problems. Th eir way of thinking was that in these moun-
tains they are the only ones existing. Th ey never managed 
to think that one day the problem that today is aff ecting 
many families will arise. Th ey did not think of conserva-
tion, because they had liberty. But nowadays, with the 
pressure from the settlers, they think more than the an-
cestors. Every day they think more and more how they 
can overcome these problems.” Mayangna community 
member, Musawás, December 2002.

It is impossible to know what nature has meant 
for the indigenous communities in earlier times. In 
the Mayangna language, in fact, there is no word 
for ecology or environment. Th e word has been 
brought into use through external actors, and the 
word is used mainly in a way that conforms to the 
representation of the ecological Indian, such as in 
this interview exerpt with a Mayangna woman in 
Sikilta in October 2002:
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“Th e environment, we feel, is happier with trees. Let’s say, 
if there are no trees, this land, or this place, this environ-
ment, is then sadder. Th e trees exist because they are the 
ones that protect the lid of the environment. So for me, 
it feels important that the forest exists. It brings quite a 
lot of happiness. Because in the forest is our life. And 
from there we get our meat, of all kinds. And also, the 
environment is fresh, they also have their life, they have 
to have freedom to live. You should not discriminate, cut 
down too many trees, otherwise the rivers will dry. Long 
ago, I would say in 1988, it grew quite a lot. But not any-
more, so that means you have to be very careful not cut 
too many trees, you have to protect them. Th is is it. Yes, 
for me. …Because we continue to protect. So they call 
us guardabosques. We are the keepers of the forest. Men, 
women and children know where their rights are.”

As Redford & Stearman (1993) stress, even 
though indigenous peoples might have conserva-
tion-oriented beliefs and goals, their use-oriented 
conception of conserving biodiversity is often in 
confl ict with the conservationists’ absolute goal of 
preserving all species in an ecosystem in their origi-
nal numbers and balance. Stearman argued that 
even positive stereotypes of native peoples as con-
servationists can backfi re politically when outsiders 
perceive a given group as violating the expectations 
they arouse. But as well as distortions and risks, the 
systems of representation also provide opportuni-
ties, and better possibilites for agency, to the local 
people. Th e simplifi ed images may be a result of 
cooperation in which the locals have participated 
for their own benefi t by using for example environ-
mentalist rhetoric and representations to further 
and justify their own aspirations, which may in real-
ity be rather contrary to the goals of the environ-
mentalist discourses they made use of. Th is forms 
a sort of strategic essentialism described in the words 
of Spivak (1990: 51): “strategic essentialism is not a 
description of the way things are, but…something 
one must adopt to produce a critique of anything.”

Alvard (1993) states that observations of peoples 
actually living in an environmentally sustainable 
way does not mean that they practice conservation, 
since this conservation may be a result of limited 
population, technology and participation in mar-
kets. He talks of the concept of “epiphenomenal 
conservation” to distinguish this sort of contextual 
conservation from “genuine conservation” which is 
altruistic in that it requires deliberate human sac-
rifi ces to achieve long-term conservation. But ask-
ing whether a group is genuine in their conserva-
tion discourses and practices or whether they are 
merely using conservationism as a discourse, is not 
very fruitful according to Alvard. Instead of asking 

whether environmental practices suit the Western 
philosophical ideals of conservation, it is more use-
ful to ask what the conservation practices are actually 
like and under what conditions we can expect to see 
the development of conservation or opportunism. 
Alvard states that to determine real successes in con-
serving environments and species is more important 
than testing the purity of intention of the group. I 
also regard that the real eff ects are ultimately more 
important than the discourse, but I do not partake 
of Alvard’s view of the unfruitfulness of question-
ing whether conservationism is just discourse or 
something real. Discourse is also always real for the 
people making use of it, and discourse also has real 
practical eff ects. In the case of conservationism, I 
regard that the discourse even though mostly used 
strategically by the indigenous people, has also made 
them more environmentalist in practice.

Th ese insights into the indigenous environmen-
talism show that it is practically impossible to say 
are the Indians conservationist or are  they only 
using the environmental discourse to further their 
own contradictory goals. Conservationism is to a 
certain limited extent a rooted practice in the com-
munities, but it is also a discourse recurred to in an 
essentialist strategic way. Th e main issue regarding 
the conservation of the resources is to empower the 
communities to take care of their resources, be it 
with the goal of preserving the environment for its 
own sake or for the material needs of present and 
future generations. A positive development is that 
in many communities, sustainable forestry projects 
have been carried through in the past few years with 
the aid of various international organisations as well 
as the MAGFOR (through the PROFOR project 
mentioned in the chapters on Sikilta and the for-
estry sector). Th e main problem in these projects 
has been the lack of training of community leaders 
in project management, whereas conservation out-
comes have been fairly positive.

7.1.5. Th e “inauthentic barbaric  
wanderer”

Th e territorial and cultural representations of the 
Nicaraguan state towards the indigenous people 
have portrayed them as barbaric nomads in need 
of civilisation through learning “effi  cient” land use. 
Off en (1999, 2003) states that current Nicaraguan 
responses to indigenous land claims are infl uenced 
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by three historical-geographical discourses that have 
developed over the last 300 years: inauthenticity, 
wanderer, and sovereignty. He suggests that these 
discourses invalidate indigenous and Creole land 
claims in the popular imagination, and that these 
discourses inform the cultural politics of identity 
among coastal peoples. Conventional wisdom shapes 
the territorial discourses and conceptions of place 
that indigenous peoples recur to in justifying their 
territorial claims. Th e fi rst discourse Off en analyses 
is that of the Miskitu as a post-contact, Afro-indig-
enous people who achieved coastal dominance only 
with the help of British transgressions upon Span-
ish and later Nicaraguan sovereignty. According to 
this view, by being both inauthentic (not really In-
dians) and unpatriotic (accomplices of foreign pow-
ers), the Miskitu have been deprived of their rights 
to national lands. In my fi eldwork I noticed that a 
fairly common view among both mestizos and May-
angnas is that the Miskitu are not really authentic 
Indians, but a mixed breed of Indian, black, and 
European. However, I do not recall having person-
ally heard any mestizos voicing opinions that the 
Miskitu would not because of this mixed breed 
have rights to their traditional lands. According to 
what I heard from others, there are however many 
mestizos who do think this way, mainly on the Pa-
cifi c. Among some Mayangnas, on the other hand, 
I sometimes noticed this view in my fi eldwork. Th is 
view was voiced mainly in the form of jokes or when 
these people were in an inebriated state. Th ese May-
angnas considered that the Miskitus have deprived 
them of their territories, and that as they are not as 
“authentic” as the Mayangnas, they are not as wor-
thy of receiving indigenous territories of the extent 
that they claim. 

Th e other representation of the Miskitu that 
Off en (1999: 217) pictures is that of wanderers, or 
people who had little control over their environ-
ment and little concern for territorial demarcation. 
According to this view, the Miskitus had insecure 
livelihoods through hunting and fi shing and settled 
wherever they found food. Th is representation del-
egitimises Miskitu land claims because it implicitly 
emphasises the Western view that only sedentary 
agrarian peoples have a legitimate attachment to the 
land. As Off en states, this conventional view can be 
seen in the 1987 Autonomy Law itself that states 
that unbroken habitation defi nes the extent of tra-
ditional lands, a concept the mestizo Nicaraguans 
interpret very diff erently than the indigenous peo-
ple. Th is view I sometimes heard when talking with 
mestizos in Managua, who wandered why the indig-

enous people need specifi c territories although they 
have traditionally wandered from place to place.

Th e Spanish colonialists viewed the Atlantic 
Coast landscape as a tropical wasteland sparsely in-
habited by nomadic, barbaric, heathen and lazy peo-
ple. In a map of Nicaragua drawn by José Ferrer in 
1855, the Atlantic Coast is described as constituted 
by inaccessible forests populated by wild savages and 
Carib Indians (UNDP 2005: 95). Th ese inhabitants 
did not according to the colonialists understand the 
value of the land and resources and were not able to 
make effi  cient use of the riches. Even today, as many 
costeños told me, many people of the Pacifi c when 
talking about the costeños, represent these as primi-
tive undeveloped savages who still live in the trees. 
Th ere are many people who have never visited the 
Coast who really believe the costeños live in the trees. 
Th ey further see the Coast as a region separate from 
the Nicaraguan nation-state and express beliefs that 
you need a passport in order to travel there. Notions 
of primitiveness also extend to the Mayangnas more 
than the Miskitus, who have always been more in 
contact with outsiders. Several Miskitus I talked 
with in informal chats often portrayed the Mayang-
nas as primitive and simple people not interested in 
progressing and developing, but rather preferring to 
live in the forest and eating traditional foods such 
as bunya (a fermented vegetable food) and wabul (a 
similarly fermented drink). As I was told by May-
angnas, in precolonial and colonial times the May-
angnas were oppressed by the Miskitus and taken 
as slaves by these, who saw the Mayangnas as a lazy 
people. Th e Mayangnas in these times let their hair 
grow until the knees, and also because of this, the 
Miskitus regarded them as primitive and backward. 
Th e Mayangnas have in recent years started to take 
much pride in their traditions and especially in their 
language, and have resisted the discrimination by the 
Miskitus they have felt since colonial times. Such as 
in this interview excerpt of a Mayangna leader and 
intellectual interviewed in SIuna in October 2002:
“..We noticed that in the historical texts, the Mayangnas 
were shown as timid and stupid. Yes, I would say that our 
children were trapped by the Miskito army when these 
were governing and all of this. So, there was inferiority 
because of the arms, a military inferiority. But we have 
been linguistically and ethymologically strong. So today 
you see this protagonism and identity, we have much 
pride in our language.” 

Others again emphasise the unity of the Miski-
tus and Mayangnas, and argue that they are actually 
almost one and the same. One of my informants in 
Bilwi (a Miskitu) was repeatedly saying that the Mis-
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kitus are in reality Mayangnas, only that they speak 
Miskitu. Th e mestizos of the Pacifi c on their hand 
generally do not refer to the indigenous languages as 
languages, but as dialects, and the indigenous way 
of life is usually neither referred to as ‘culture’.

Off en (1999: 227) elaborates on the colonial 
views of seeing the Atlantic Coast as virgin at the 
time of the arrival of the Europeans. Th is concept 
of virgin or empty land, or “Terra nullius” (no-
body’s land), stated that as indigenous people did 
not possess legal land titles at the time of invasion, 
and therefore never perceived land as property, they 
could not be regarded as rights-bearing subjects 
from whom lands needed to be claimed (Muehle-
bach 2001). As Oviedo (2002) spells out, the terra 
nullius doctrine deprived indigenous peoples from 
their traditional land and resource rights in practi-
cally all countries that were former colonies, either 
under civil law or common law systems; exceptions 
were only those cases where indigenous peoples had 
signed agreements with the imperial governments, 
or where they had received legal titles in colonial 
periods as indicated. In post-colonial governments, 
the terra nullius concept off ered the ideal basis for 
the establishment of state-owned protected areas 
on traditional lands, based on a public-ownership 
model, and thus it also constituted the basis for pro-
tected areas legislation (Oviedo 2002). Based on the 
terra nullius doctrine indigenous peoples had been 
written off  the map as groups without notions of 
property, without rights, and without any negotiat-
ing power. Th e indigenous people were described as 
people without geography.  Th e land was regarded 
as empty and ready to be colonised. Th is concept of 
terra nullius is resisted by the indigenous people, but 
on the other hand this mythical landscape of an un-
touched pristine wilderness has become so institu-
tionalised in the representations of both insiders and 
outsiders in Nicaragua, that even the Indians use it 
strategically in their own territorial discourses. 

Th e barbaric wanderer discourse can also be seen 
in the case of the Miskitus that are also often repre-
sented by both the Mayangnas and the mestizos as 
violent. Th is view is also seen in the response from a 
Miskitu leader of Layasiksa to a newspaper reporter 
during a violent confl ict between the Layasiksa com-
munity and around forty mestizo settler families ac-
cused of invading the lands in 2003 and of deforest-
ing them to convert them into cattle pasture:
“We do not want that we indigenous people are seen as 
violent. We Indians are not violent people; we are only 
claiming our ancestral rights to these lands. What we 
want is that they stop destroying the forest. We will do 

whatever is possible to protect it with or without the aid 
of the authorities.” (La Prensa 8.2.2004). 

Th e mestizos are generally seen by the indige-
nous people as even more violent than the Miskitus, 
as a Mayangna from the community of Sikilta told 
me in October 2002: “Th e mestizos are assasins. 
Th e Mayangna do not know how to kill, but the 
mestizos kill for a piece of land.” I have not myself 
heard of cases such as this apart from the killing of 
Agustín Mercado Charly in Sikilta in 1979. When I 
asked the interviewee to specify when the mestizos 
have killed for land, he recalled this event but did 
not give other examples. 

7.1.6. Th e “noble state” and the 
“Nicaragua mestiza”

Th e third discourse that Off en (1999, 2003: 386) 
pictures, is that concerned with sovereignty. Indig-
enous and creole territorial claims cover large areas 
of the sea and land territory of the Nicaraguan state. 
Th ese claims also overlap with much of the coun-
try’s richest natural resources. According to Off en, 
acceptance of indigenous land or sea claims within 
the context of regional autonomy would remove a 
great deal of Nicaragua’s remaining natural resourc-
es from state control and thus represents a genuine 
threat to the principle of state sovereignty. As told by 
many of my interviewees, the costeños think that the 
Nicaraguan government does not trust the costeños 
to manage natural resources eff ectively. Th e sover-
eignty concerns of the Nicaraguan state can clearly 
be seen in the top-down and centralised institu-
tional arrangements concerning the Atlantic Coast 
and the management of natural resources among 
others. As Off en (2003) states, the discourses of in-
authenticity, wanderer, and sovereignty all impact 
on Nicaraguan state conceptions to indigenous land 
claims. Th ey also have an eff ect in practice through 
impacting on national policy. Th e state is regarded 
to see the Coast resources as the key to developing 
the nation. Th e indigenous people have been seen 
as an obstacle to development and to the creation of 
a mestizo, Spanish-speaking, Catholic nation state. 
In this homogeneous nation, the indigenous people 
are the exotic ‘others’ with fewer rights.

 As Warren & Jackson (2002: 20) state, gov-
ernmental policy and media representations of the 
Indians are often complex and ambivalent, pictur-
ing them both as attractively diff erent (mysterious, 
exotic) and repulsively diff erent (dirty, stupid, lazy) 
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at the same time. Th e Nicaraguan state had mar-
ginalised the Coast until the coming of the Somoza 
government, which despite still marginalising the 
Coast and seeing the costeños as primitive, had views 
of wanting to develop the Coast and integrate it 
with the rest of the country. Gordon (1998), who 
studied articles from La Prensa from the 1960s and 
1970s, notes the assimilationist rhetoric toward the 
Miskitu emphasising the marginalisation of the In-
dians during the Somoza dynasty. Other rhetoric 
used was of representing the Miskitu as primitive, 
poor and undeveloped. Th is representation of the 
Coast as a backward region can be seen in the well-
known words of Anastacio Somoza in 1975: “I will 
not rest until I see the Atlantic Coast integrally in-
corporated into the economic, social and cultural 
life of my country” (cited in Hale et al. 1998: 28). 
Th e view of the Coast as a primitive region did not 
only extend to central government offi  cials, but 
even costeño politicians such as Alba Rivera (a mes-
tiza liberal party deputy from Waspám, who lived 
for many years in Miami) expressed this view (and 
still continues to express paternalistic views toward 
the costeños) in a plea to Somoza in 1969 (cited in 
Gordon 1998: 126) “I beg you for these new gen-
erations [of costeños], who are trying to leave their 
former primitive condition…to surrender to these 
groups marginalised in days gone by the message of 
civilisation”.

Th e Sandinista revolutionary state (1979-1980) 
also had the goal of a unifi ed nation which would be 
consolidated by assimilating the Indians into mes-
tizo culture (Hale 1994). Th is was seen as a way of 
improving their marginalised position by improving 
the means of communication between the Pacifi c 
and the Atlantic (“awakening the sleeping giant” as 
it was described by the Sandinistas) and by devel-
oping the Atlantic Coast economically. Th e Sandi-
nistas opposed the agro-exporting model of the So-
moza regime and argued that a just society had to 
be created through an anti-imperialist development 
policy. Th e revolutionary state was seen to award po-
litical representation to the formerly marginalised. 
Th e Sandinistas emphasised the historically depend-
ent relationship of the Miskitu to foreign imperial 
powers (fi rst England and later on North America) 
and represented the Indians in a paternalistic way 
as devoid of agency. At a press conference of the 
Sandinistas, an army offi  cial described Miskitu life 
conditions this way (Hale 1994: 96): “the Miskitu 
were maintained in such absolute misery and lack 
of knowledge of their own existence that, even in 
this country of abundant corn production, many of 

them do not even know how to make tortillas.” He 
further described their life (Hale 1994: 97): “…at 
daybreak they get into their dugout canoe with their 
wife, child and dog, and head upriver. Th ey fi sh, 
or hunt a bird, eat, and then in the afternoon they 
return home again”. 

Th e Sandinistas viewed the Miskitu as passive 
backward objects of oppression, susceptible to ma-
nipulation by North American imperialism and op-
portunistic leaders (Hale 1994: 108). Th e common 
view of the Nicaraguan nation was that it was always 
split into two - the modernising Sandinistas and the 
yet-to-be-modernised Indians. Th e Sandinistas pro-
posed various economic and cultural development 
programs to counter this problem. Sandinista leader 
Tomás Borge shows this view in an excerpt from a 
speech (Ohland & Schneider 1983: 189-192): “It 
is very diffi  cult to fi ght against backwardness, and this is 
an extremely backward zone. Th e revolution is making 
extraordinary eff orts: for the fi rst time in history, and in 
less than two years, they have made them a road, which 
communicated them with the rest of the country. If you 
look at a map, you will notice that practically speaking, 
it is another country, another geography, other customs. 
Th ey don’t speak Spanish there, but Miskito or English. 
Th ey were always marginalised. Th ey were always a kind 
of colony of the Pacifi c region. We are decolonising 
them. So we are taking roads to them, telephones, medi-
cal care, literacy, television, but two years is a short time 
in order to overcome the prejudices, the religious fanati-
cism, the ignorance, the apathy of centuries. Th ey feel as 
though they have lived within a separate civilisation. So, 
the Revolution arrives and they believe that it is attacking 
their civilisation; they are afraid that we will put an end 
to their national traditions. Of course, the Revolution 
has no intention of doing this, rather the contrary: in 
conserving their language and also incorporating Span-
ish, certainly; to preserve their songs, their dances, their 
traditions. It is logical that the Revolution seeks to pre-
serve it as a cultural wealth for the country. But they are 
fearful that the Revolution attacks their own backward 
civil life and they adopt a defensive attitude. But it has 
advanced a lot; and things have changed, have improved; 
and the problems are not so acute, because we have been 
very careful and generous, because they have murdered 
our people, and we have pardoned those same assassins, 
having kept in mind the origin of the whole situation, of 
the whole problem.”

Th e Sandinistas looked upon the Coast from the 
concepts of mestizaje and indigenismo which guided 
the search for national identity after independence. 
Mestizaje was conceived as the intermixing of the 
indigenous and the Hispanic into a unique mixed 
mestizo culture. Indigenista policies aimed to ‘de-
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velop’ Indians so they could be regarded as full 
citizens, while at the same time conserving the folk-
loric aspects of their cultures. Later, as Hale shows 
(1994: 89-94), indigenista policies were reworked 
within a marxist, anti-imperialist framework by sev-
eral Sandinista writers, who regarded these Indians 
as peasants, although some of them still identifi ed 
themselves as ‘Indians’. In contrast to the Mestizo-
centred indigenismo, the costeños increasingly empha-
sised an Indianist ideology developed in the interna-
tional indigenist movement. Hooker (2005) writes 
on how ideologies of mestizaje have legitimated the 
Nicaraguan state’s colonisation of the Coast and 
questioned the right of the indigenous and creole 
people to this region. Discourses of mestizaje have 
historically denied the existence of these cultural 
identities. Th e recognition of indigenous identities 
and rights in 1987 would have seemed to denote a 
shift in these mestizaje ideologies and replaced them 
with multiculturalist ideologies. However, Hooker 
points out that on closer inspection the mestizaje 
nationalist ideologies persist in Nicaragua and con-
tinue to limit the political inclusion and representa-
tion of the indigenous and black costeños. Hooker 
identifi es three variants of mestizaje ideologies, 
which she calls vanguardismo, sandinismo and mes-
tizo multiculturalism, which emerged respectively 
in the 1930s, 1960s and 1990s. Th e multicultural-
ist mestizaje ideology does not claim that all Nica-
raguans are biologically and culturally mestizo, but 
that as a whole, the nation is a mixed mestizo na-
tion, and not a multicultural nation. Th rough this 
ideology, indigenous and black people are yet in this 
day marginalised in the political representation de-
spite constitutionally having the same rights as the 
mestizos. Eff ective civil citizenship is thus lacking 
despite the existing political citizenship. Hooker 
shows (2005: 39) how this masked mestizaje has 
practical expressions for example in music, as in a 
song including the phrase “somos mestizos, con una 
gran diversidad cultural. Somos un país multilingüe 
y multiracial” (We are mestizos, with a great cul-
tural diversity. We are a multilingual and multiracial 
country”).

7.2. Ancestral domains – the power of 
historical discourse

7.2.1. Collective memory as a discursive 
strategy 

Territorial rights are strongly supported by historical, 
collective memory. Story-telling can be a means of 
exercising power and the diff erent actors construct, 
reconstruct and selectively use history and custom 
in struggles over property rights. Historical pat-
terns of access to resources and exclusion from them 
mold cultural understandings of rights, property re-
lations, and entitlements; in turn, these competing 
meanings infl uence peoples’ land and resource use 
(Moore 1996: 128). Discourses on collective mem-
ory have become one of the most important current 
trends and sources of power in indigenous peoples’ 
territorial struggles. Collective memory dating back 
to colonial or even pre-colonial times is important 
in shaping ethnic relations and territorial claims. 
Essentialist discourses of indigenous people, involv-
ing myths that form an “imagined community”, is 
a strategic resource that these groups use to contest 
domination.

As Routledge (1998), states, resistancies rarely 
have precise times of birth or death. Memories of 
rebellion live on in people’s imaginations, stories 
and dreams, and in the tactics and strategies of sub-
sequent struggles. Routledge speaks of traces of re-
sistance - those moments of rebellion that inspire 
and nurture subsequent upsurges of people’s power 
(Routledge 1998: 244). Indigenous people often 
invoke alternative meanings of place, property and 
territory by claiming ancestral inheritance to this 
territory. Particular cultural practises such as invok-
ing ancestral spirits, or recognising sacred features of 
the landscape, are regarded as inalienable birthrights 
and as legitimating the ownership of the territory 
(Moore 1996). Memories can be ‘concretised’ in a 
materialised form for example in the form of books, 
memorials, carnivals, rituals, placenames, anniver-
saries etc. Th rough these acts, the tradition and past 
is constantly being reworked and represented. 

Th e role of memories and stories in struggles 
over resources has been highlighted for example by 
Fortmann (1995), who shows how stories are an im-
portant manifestation of a local discourse seeking to 
defi ne and claim “local” discourses and strengthen 
people’s confi dence in their own claims. Telling a 
story can confi rm people’s common memory that at 
some time they had rights to land and resources; the 
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story of the past serves as a marker for the present. 
Diff erent actors recreate stories or change details 
and emphasis to suit their own needs. Hobsbawm 
(1983) talks of the invention of traditions, and how 
territorial units create continuity for their existence 
through stories, which also provide a common past. 
Th e invention of traditions includes both ‘tradi-
tions’ that are actually invented, constructed and in-
stitutionalised, and those which emerge quickly but 
whose origin is diffi  cult to date. As Kennedy (2002) 
and Graham (2002) state, due to the Western desire 
for compartmentalisation and dichotomisation, the 
invention of traditions is often criticised as being a 
sign of cultural corruption or inauthenticity because 
it is diffi  cult to claim as authentic or true. Native 
people and national governments both make stra-
tegic use of the concept of ‘tradition’ legitimating 
their own conceptions of which places and resourc-
es deserve recognition. Th e pragmatic and political 
aspects of defi ning ‘traditional’ highlight issues of 
cultural construction. A ‘traditional cultural prop-
erty’ is a place with signifi cance to the community 
derived from the role the property plays in a com-
munity’s historically rooted beliefs, customs and 
practices (Kennedy 2002: 12).  Determining what 
‘traditional’ is, is never without problems, as the 
meanings of traditional are very diff erent for gov-
ernmental offi  cials and indigenous people.

Discourses on the past can be a means of pro-
ducing an identity. Th e reconstruction of the past 
is composed of the events and narratives that have 
signifi cance for an individual or a group. It is not 
necessarily a historical reconstruction of the past, 
but an interpretation of certain events. Th e ob-
jective truth of historical discourses is diffi  cult to 
prove, because these are always true for the mem-
bers of the social group. Th e demands based on the 
discourses are practically what matters. Th e stories 
that interpret the past are not simply recollections 
since they also possess a practical application in the 
present. Th ey provide people with alternative ideas, 
interpretations and models for their social activity. 
Th us, tradition, memory and stories are selective 
in their content and must connect with and ratify 
the present, not only as it is, but also as the sto-
ryteller feels it ought to be (Fortmann 1995). Th e 
indigenous people have realised that through using 
stories and discourses of collective memory, which 
appeal strongly to outsiders, they can get allies and 
achieve more power in their struggles. Berry (1992: 
335) details how local residents in West Africa used 
British colonial offi  cers’ interest in “tradition” to 
further their own interests and quotes an offi  cial’s 

comment: “knowledge of ancient traditions is, in 
fact, small but the manufacture of new ones has 
been raised…to the status of a rural industry”. Th is 
shows how collective memory and customary law 
can be recreated to suit present needs.  Customary 
law is dynamic and rapidly changing, especially in 
regard to land. Struggles over the environment can 
be struggles over customary claims to property rights 
- the right to use natural resources for the good of 
community residents (Fortmann 1996).

7.2.2. Th e discourse on ancestral land 
rights

“…so, people started to defend [the territory] under this 
line of reasoning [the environmental discourse], but not 
as strongly as in South America. Here, what you can see, 
is that the people defend their history. Why the history? 
Because the history that up to this day the central govern-
ment has tried to inculcate in us, is really a prostituted 
history. Distorted histories, invented histories.” (Miskitu 
author, interviewed in Bilwi in November 2002).

Collective memories and discourses on the in-
digenous groups’ historical rights to their ancestral 
lands are in my view the most commonly used dis-
courses used on the Atlantic Coast for legitimating 
the territorial claims. Claims of having lived in the 
area since “time immemorial” or of having persistent 
cultural traits are not anymore the most important 
justifi cation for land claims, because culture change 
has been so rapid among the Miskitus and Mayang-
nas. Continuity of living in the territory is not so 
much a question of showing uninterrupted inhabit-
ance in the area, but of having common memories 
that bind the people and the land together. People 
emphasise the geographical extension of their live-
lihoods, but common memories of belonging are 
the most important revindication in claiming land 
rights. People build on both material and symbolic 
resources to build a shared territorial identity and a 
common narrative of the past. Th ese memories and 
narratives are constructed, drawing on present con-
ditions, but they are also real for the people who are 
using them commonly. 

For the Miskitus, the collective memory is the 
history of a relative autonomy under the benevolent 
protective Englishmen. For the Mayangnas, it is the 
idyllic memory, as in the words of former leader Ro-
nas Dolores Green, of “living alone with our groups, 
breathing the fresh air, and bathing in our fresh and 
crystalline waters, before the foreigners came along 
and little by little exterminated our resources, con-
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verting our lands in a desert” (Equipo Envío 1986). 
Th e Mayangnas talk of how they until the 19th cen-
tury had extense territories, and were then little by 
little pushed away from coastal areas further into 
the forest by the Miskitus, North-Americans and 
mestizos or “Spaniards”. Bilwi (Puerto Cabezas) for 
example was a Mayangna site. Th e Mayangna word 
bilwi means the leaves of the serpent. Nowadays Bil-
wi is mainly Miskitu, with a fairly large creole and 
mestizo population as well. From the coastal areas, 
the Mayangas were pushed inland, something that 
they today say was an advantage after all, because 
they got the land which is now the most densely 
forested, as a large part of the Mayangna communi-
ties reside within the Bosawás Reserve. Placenames 
or toponyms are frequently used to demonstrate 
ancestral occupation and the historical use of space 
that according to the Autonomy Law and the law 
445 on demarcation bestows territorial rights to the 
indigenous people. 

Th e Mayangna have oral traditions about the 
Mayangnas originating in Japan. According to 
these traditions, the Mayangna children were sold 
as slaves to other peoples and the Mayangna were 
exploited and discriminated by the Japanese, and 
decided to fl ee north toward the Bering Strait, and 
from here to America during the time of the ice age. 
All the indigenous groups on the Coast (Miskitus, 
Mayangnas, Ramas) consider they have more ter-
ritorial rights than other ethnic groups such as the 
creoles and Garífuna, who are nevertheless treated 
equally in the new law on the demarcation of com-
munal lands. Inter-ethnic tensions also depend on 
the hierarchy of ethnies and their historical rela-
tionships. An example of this is that the Mayangnas 
often think their territorial claims should be given 
preference due to the oppression that the Mayang-
nas have suff ered from the Miskitus since colonial 
times, whereas the Miskitus in many cases feel they 
have more rights than the creoles due to the histori-
cal dominance of the creoles. 

Many confl icts also occur because of contradic-
tory claims to who were the original inhabitants of 
a specifi c region. Th is has been the case for example 
with the Awas Tingni community and the surround-
ing communities (the block of the ten communities 
of Puerto Cabezas and the block of eighteen com-
munities of the Coco River), which claim multi-
communal territorial rights to the same lands cover-
ing an extension of hundreds of square kilometres 
(Awas Tingni further has disputes with more recent 
communities in the area, which were relocated dur-
ing the war). Further confl icts are caused by pop-

ulation growth that has caused groups of families 
to split and move further from a so called ‘mother 
community’ to form a new ‘daughter community’. 
In these cases, the mother communities claim they 
have more rights than the daughter communities. 
Most of the overlapping claims are rather small, but 
as in the case of Awas Tingni and the blocks to the 
north and south, they can also be very extensive. 
In certain cases two commuities or blocks of com-
munities have total overlapping of the same claims. 
Equipo Wani (2000) gives an example of this in the 
claims of the Garífuna block and Marshall Point in 
the RAAS.

Especially since the 1980s, the indigenous people 
on the Atlantic Coast have used collective memory 
as a legitimation for their land claims. International 
NGOs like Cultural Survival incited the indigenous 
people to start using Indianist discourses of an-
cestral rights during the years of the war, and the 
NGOs promoting mapping projects in the 1990s 
also trained the communal leaders to start collect-
ing oral histories in order to establish claims to the 
land: 
“…so then we started to write histories, to locate our 
zones, to draw maps with the help of North-American 
technicians. We started to make all sorts of documents 
of our territory, of what belongs to us. Here began the 
territorial idea. Mayangna Sauni As started. Th is was our 
idea. Th en the regional government also became interest-
ed. So then the Miskitus also got alerted. Th ey started to 
demarcate their territories, they started to claim, because 
we have already lost much territory.” (Mayangna leader, 
Musawás October 2002).

In the communities, the collective memory most 
often goes back to the earlier decades of the 20th 

century. Th e Elders’ council is the indigenous group 
that is the most active user of discourses of collec-
tive memory and ancestral rights. Besides having 
the territorial rights to the Moskitia as their main 
claim, they also claim that their organisation dates 
back to pre-Columbian times, whereas it in reality 
was founded during the war. Th ere is however some 
legitimacy to these claims, because there have since 
ancient times existed elders’ councils in the commu-
nities although the new organisation does not prac-
tically have anything to do with these. Th e Elders’ 
Council also argues that the Miskitus have existed as 
a nation prior to the Nicaraguan state, and that in-
digenous territorial claims therefore take precedent 
over the claims of the national government (some-
thing that MISURASATA had already claimed in 
1981). According to the Elder’s Council, the At-
lantic Coast was never conquered, colonised, or in-
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vaded by any foreign might and the Council claims 
the rights established through various historical 
conventions from the colonial time. Th e communi-
tarian Moskitia nation established its territorial ju-
risdiction in the alliance between the British Crown 
and the Miskitu during the protectorate with the 
idea of “Uti possidetis iuri”, the millenarian posses-
sion of the Miskitu nation over its traditional lands. 
Th e Council considers that this gives the Miskitu 
the rights of possession and dominion. Th e Elder’s 
Council strives for the creation of an independent 
state on the grounds of the relationship they had 
with the British Empire during the Moskito king-
dom. Although the majority of the population see 
the claims to the Moskitia as legitimate because of 
the principle of ancestral possession, they however 
prefer not to be seen as separatists, and take distance 
from the historical discourses of the Elders’ Coun-
cil.

Territorial demands grounded on collective 
memory are also a politically and emotionally 
charged topic, especially due to the infl uence of 
the war in the 1980s. It was especially at the begin-
ning of the 1980s, through Misurasata, that collec-
tive memory and Miskitu identity was “reinvented” 
through a very Indianist discourse. Th e reinvention 
of the Miskitu kingdom or the Moskitia helped 
unite the Miskitu of Nicaragua and Honduras in 
the war, because they felt they were fi ghting for the 
unifi cation of Miskitus in the two countries. In the 
discourses legitimating this bi-nationally sovereign 
indigenous nation, the leaders used stories of the 
legendary Miskitu general, Miskut, whose migra-
tion from Honduras to Sita-Awala and Cabo Viejo 
in Nicaragua was compared with the history of the 
exodus of Moses (Pérez Chiriboga 2002: 130). Th e 
leaders emphasised the warrior-past of the Miskitu 
and their historical resistance to conquest, and sto-
ries of past struggles were told to motivate the peo-
ple to struggle again to reconquer their land. Many 
Moravian pastors joined the struggles and began to 
use religious symbols strategically. National feelings 
of being an Indian nation spread through the use 
of these discourses, and the interlinking of the in-
digenous struggles to transnational groups further 
spurred these nationalist feelings and diff erentiated 
the Indians from the mestizos.

During the Sandinista era, MISURASATA lead-
ers also used the same discourse that Indian “nations” 
had existed “from time immemorial” and that Mis-
kitus had maintained unchangeable spiritual and 
economic ties to their land since this time. Sandi-
nista historical discourses on their hand emphasised 

the concept of a sovereign nation-state, and these 
confl icting interpretations of history contributed 
to the Miskitu mobilisation in the Sandinista-Con-
tra war. As Hale (1992: 15) points out, MISURA-
SATA’s discourses built on absolute dichotomies; 
Indians versus the ‘other’, aboriginal rights versus 
the territorial sovereignty of the nation-state, a cos-
mology of harmony with nature versus the ideol-
ogy of acquisitive development, and ultimately, 
Western culture versus Indian. During the war in 
the 1980s, the indigenous leadership had as their 
primary goal the reconquest of the Miskitu terri-
tory, and the elimination of the frontiers between 
the Miskitu territories in Nicaragua and Honduras. 
Th e Contra indigenous groups symbolised the fra-
ternity of the Miskitu on both sides of the river, and 
represented traditional values such as religiosity in 
contrast to the FSLN, which the indigenous people 
represented as anti-indigenous, anti-religious and 
genocidal communists, who wanted to populate the 
Coco River with Cubans and “Spaniards” (ispails) 
from the Nicaraguan interior. 

Th e concept of Yapti Tasba is also an important 
element in the collective memory and in the territo-
rial discourses on the Atlantic Coast (Hale 1992: 
14). Th e term Yapti Tasba is sometimes used as a 
synonym for the Moskitia territory. Th e term Yapti 
Tasba became more common in the indigenous 
discourses especially after the Sandinista revolution 
and during the war. In fact, the term was taken into 
use after 1981, when MISURASATA had put forth 
their Plan 81, their suggestion of land reform. As 
Hale (1992: 14) points out, these conceptions of 
aboriginal territorial rights put forth by MISURA-
SATA were easily assimilated by Indians at the com-
munal level, especially the Miskitus, although at the 
same time a communal territorial identity subsisted 
side by side with the territorial. Probably the new 
territorial conception was appropriated so easily by 
the communities because the Indians at the com-
munity level had maintained during centuries a 
certain idea that they were the original inhabitants 
of the region and had rights to its resources. It was 
MISURASATA that legitimated these ideas and cre-
ated an “imagined community” (Anderson 1983) 
emerging from a reconstructed and essentialised no-
tion of history. 

One problem in supporting territorial claims on 
the grounds of historical occupancy and ancestral 
domain is the inaccuracy or impossibility to prove 
this ancestral possession. Th e collective memory is 
also diffi  cult to legitimise as it is re-created accord-
ing to present needs and is infl uenced by the present 
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territorial discourses. What can be legitimated as 
ancestral land is also subject to diff erent interpreta-
tions. According to functionaries at the OTR and 
the Intendencia de la Propiedad (interviewed in Oc-
tober 2002), a community has to be able to prove its 
ancestral domain of the territory to claim it, and as 
proofs of this they regard the archaelogical evidence, 
something that in this type of climate and natural 
surroundings is very diffi  cult to be found. Accord-
ing to the state discourse, the oral history that the 
Indians use as a legitimation of their land rights and 
ancestral domains cannot provide suffi  cient proof of 
ancestral domain. As in the words of a functionary 
of the Intendencia de la Propiedad:
“Any person can make a study according to his views, 
isn’t it so? Especially when it comes to studies based on 
narrativity. Narrativity cannot be a source of the facts 
when the interested person is the one who narrates. I can-
not declare and swear that I am the owner of something, 
and that according to my narration my claims have to be 
recognised. I have to demonstrate it…So we have to add 
some geological studies, archaeological studies, anthro-
pological studies, technical studies and so on.”

Th ese representatives of the OTR and Intenden-
cia de la Propiedad also claimed that the daughter 
communities which have grown out of families who 
have moved out from a mother community claim 
land without having any ancestral occupancy, and 
that other communities already awarded a title ear-
lier are claiming additional land in order to appro-
priate areas with abundant resources. According to 
these state representatives, other communities again 
claim an indigenous identity whereas they have not 
earlier regarded themselves as indigenous commu-
nities, and other communites are yet moving to 
other areas in order to claim these as their ancestral 
lands. Th e state representatives interviewed also ar-
gued that racially mixed communities cannot have 
the same ancestral rights as ethnically homogene-
ous communities, which they regard as having lived 
longer in a specifi c place. 

One of the Miskitu founders of MISURASATA 
expressed her opinion on the state conception of 
collective memory this way in an interview from 
November 2002 in Bilwi:
“I think that the concept of ancestral domain of the 
government is a very agrarian concept. And the concept 
of ancestral domain that we indigenous peoples have is 
based on history. I would say three things. One: the lack 
of culture of a rule of law among the governors of Mana-
gua, speaking of the President, the Ministers, the Na-
tional Assembly, the deputees…Th e other thing: there is 
no political will to get along well with the Atlantic Coast. 
Th e state can say whatever it wishes about the collective 

memory, but the Constitution and the Autonomy Law 
revindicate the traditional territorial rights, so then the 
state would be anti-constitutional. Th ey can deny rights 
to some communities saying these have no continuous 
occupation, for example due to the war, but this does 
not legitimate the position of the state, and international 
law recognises the customary laws over traditional lands. 
Independently of if there is acculturation in the commu-
nities and new communities are formed…”

As Gurdián (2001) points out, according to the 
state, the legal documents are what legitimises the 
ownership of the territory, but according to the 
indigenous people, the experience of living in the 
territory and the reconstructed collective and oral 
traditions of the community legitimate the pos-
session of the territory as a part of customary law. 
Th is could be compared with Lefebvre’s elements of 
space – the state emphasises the representations of 
space through documents, but the indigenous peo-
ple emphasise the representational, directly lived 
space. Th e state does not through its essentialist, 
authoritative and integrative mestizo perspective 
and social memory recognise the indigenous collec-
tive memory. Th e discursive strategies of the state 
towards the Coast can be seen e.g. in the legislative 
apparatus whereby the state defi nes what it con-
siders indigenous and what it considers to be the 
role, rights and responsibilities of the state and of 
the Coast population and territory. Th e myth of 
the “Nicaragua mestiza” (Gould 1998) legitimises 
the view that since the creation of the Nicaraguan 
state, this is a mestizo nation-state, and this myth 
thus delegitimises the costeño identity, the costeños 
power over representations, and their control over 
the Coast territory (Gurdián 2001).

7.2.3. Th e Awas Tingni case

As seen in the preceding chapter, there exist power 
struggles in persuading others of whose discourse 
is legitimate, for example in persuading others that 
a property right exists or does not exist. Th e most 
well-known case of confl icts between the state and 
indigenous conceptions of land rights and ances-
tral possession is the case between the Nicaraguan 
state and the Mayangna community of Awas Tingni 
before the Interamerican Human Rights Court in 
2000. Th e Nicaraguan state had granted an illegal 
concession in the communal lands of Awas Tingni, 
and after many years of struggle, the community 
fi nally won the case. Th rough this case, the court 
determined that governments violate the human 
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rights of indigenous peoples when they do not take 
to proper administrative and legislative measures to 
demarcate and title indigenous lands, when they do 
not provide remedies to protect and enforce these 
property rights, and when they authorise conces-
sions or contracts to natural resources exploitation 
without prior consent and consultation with the in-
digenous peoples. Th e Awas Tingni case is the fi rst 
decision of an international court that directly ad-
dresses this sort of confl ict in favour of an indige-
nous community, establishing an international legal 
precedent in stating that states have the obligation 
to recognise and protect the rights of indigenous 
peoples to their traditional lands.

In 1995, MARENA approved a forestry man-
agement plan partly within lands claimed by Awas 
Tingni to the company Sol del Caribe S.A. (SOL-
CARSA), a company owned by the Korean con-
glomerate Kumyung LTD. Th e management plan 
was approved by the board of the regional council 
of the RAAN, although not by the whole regional 
council, as required by the Autonomy Law. Awas 
Tingni fi led an appeal for protection (recurso de 
amparo) in the appellate court in Matagalpa against 
the contract, but this appeal was dismissed. Later 
on Alfonso Smith and Humberto Th ompson, re-
gional council members, fi led another amparo ac-
tion in the Supreme Court stating that the contract 
was not approved by the whole council. In 1996, 
MARENA however awarded a 30-year concession 
to SOLCARSA for the exploitation of around 62 
000 hectares of forest within the lands claimed by 
the community of Awas Tingni, which the state re-
garded as national lands. Prior to the concession, 
another logging concession on lands claimed by 
Awas Tingni had been awarded in 1993 to Maderas 
y Derivados de Nicaragua, S.A. (MADENSA), a Do-
minican-Nicaraguan company, to exploit around 
42 000 hectares of forest close to the concession area 
awarded to SOLCARSA.  Th e World Wildlife Fund 
(WWF) was called to intervene in the case and fi -
nally the state suspended the concession awarded to 
MADENSA until an agreement was reached with 
Awas Tingni. In 1994, a fi ve-year tripartite contract 
was signed between the community, MADENSA 
and the state (represented by MARENA), includ-
ing environmental assessment and the promise of 
profi ts to the community and respect of the com-
munity’s land rights. Th e state recognised the land 
within the area of the contract as communal land 
and agreed to prevent actions that might be detri-
mental to the indigenous territorial rights. How-
ever, MARENA continued to award concessions 

in the RAAN claiming that all land not specifi cally 
titled to a particular owner is State property. (Anaya 
& Cryder 1996, Corte Interamericana 2000).

Th e Supreme Court of Nicaragua declared the 
concession unconstitutional in 1997. However, the 
concession was not suspended, and SOLCARSA 
continued its activities. Th e case was presented be-
fore the Inter-American Human Rights Court in 
1998, and the merits of the case were heard by the 
Court in November 2000 in San José (I was also 
privileged to be able to attend the court sessions). 
Among the witnesses were three members of the 
community and two other indigenous leaders from 
the RAAN. During several days of discursive power 
struggles, both parties tried to persuade the court 
that their discourse about existing or non-existent 
property rights was legitimate. 

Th e sentence of the Inter-American Human 
Rights Court from 2002 set a precedent for the in-
digenous territorial rights vis-à-vis the nation-state. 
Th e Awas Tingni decision obliged the Nicaraguan 
state to demarcate and title indigenous communal 
lands to make eff ective the rights recognised by the 
American Convention. Th e Court ruled that the lack 
of demarcation of indigenous territories prevents in-
digenous peoples from the free use and enjoyment 
of their lands and resources.  Th e lack of eff ective 
juridical mechanisms for demarcation constitutes 
a violation of the judicial protection and property 
rights of indigenous peoples as guaranteed by the 
Convention. In the Awas Tingni decision, the In-
ter-American Court concluded that Nicaragua had 
violated the rights of the Mayagna community by 
granting the concession without the consent of the 
community and by ignoring the complaints of the 
Awas Tingni for the demarcation of its territory. Th e 
Court noted that the American Convention on Hu-
man Rights protects the rights of members of the 
indigenous communities within the framework of 
communal property and affi  rmed that indigenous 
territorial rights arise from the communities’ pos-
session of the land as rooted in their own “custom-
ary law, values, customs and mores”. Th ese rights 
are not dependent on the existence of a formal title 
granted by the state.  Th e Court recognised the rela-
tionship between indigenous people and the land in 
stating that “indigenous groups, by the fact of their 
very existence, have the right to live freely in their 
own territory; the close ties of indigenous people 
with the land must be recognised and understood as 
the fundamental basis of their cultures, their spiritu-
al life, their integrity, and their economic survival”. 
(Inter-American Court 2002).
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Th e Court imposed on Nicaragua the duty to 
“carry out the delimitation, demarcation, and titling 
of the corresponding lands of the members of the 
Awas Tingni Community…with full participation 
by the Community and taking into account its cus-
tomary law, values, customs and mores”. Th e Court 
further determined that Nicaragua would pay USD 
30 000 to the Community for its past legal fees 
and costs and, within twelve months of the deci-
sion, invest USD 50 000 in “works or services of 
collective interest for the benefi t of the Awas Tingni 
Community”. Th e compensation was given to the 
community in the form of development projects the 
community decided upon. Th e Court furthermore 
established the necessity for Nicaragua to adopt “in 
its domestic law…the legislative, administrative, 
and any other measures necessary to create an eff ec-
tive mechanism for delimitation, demarcation, and 
titling of the property of indigenous communities” 
(Coulter 2002). As a remedy for Nicaragua’s viola-
tion of these rights, the court ordered the state to 
demarcate and title the community’s territory with-
in 15 months.  However, on December 17, 2002, 
the 15-month demarcation compliance period ex-
pired and the government had not even begun to 
demarcate or title the Indians’ lands (Indigenous 
Community…2003).  In fact, the government had 
not even conducted an offi  cial study of the lands in 
question in preparation for such demarcation. Th e 
state claimed it cannot title the territory until the 
new land law had taken eff ect, but although it has 
now taken eff ect, the process has still not progressed 
much. 

Th e community again fi led an action on in Janu-
ary 2003 in an appeals court in Bilwi to require the 
Nicaraguan government to enforce an international 
ruling that protects indigenous people’s land and re-
source rights (Indigenous Community…2003). Th e 
suit was fi led against Nicaraguan President Enrique 
Bolaños, various ministers and government offi  cials. 
In its complaint, the community claims that these 
individuals, in their offi  cial capacity, have failed to 
implement the ruling of the court and in doing so, 
have violated the Nicaraguan Constitution and the 
country’s international legal obligations.

At the court sessions in San José, the state did 
not approve the extent of the territorial claim put 
forth by Awas Tingni (95 000 hectares), stating that 
the community fi rst had claimed only around 40 
000 hectares in the early 1990s, and increased the 
extent of the claim to cover all the valuable forest ar-
eas. Another map presented by the community, and 
prepared with the aid of a North-American coun-

termapping project even covered an extent of 156 
000 hectares. Th e representative of the OTR even 
remarked that soon the community will be claim-
ing even 500 000 hectares! Th e state also regarded 
that Awas Tingni does not need any additional title, 
because the community had been awarded a title 
through the Harrison-Altamirano treaty in the com-
munity of Tilba Luphia, inside the current territory 
claimed by Awas Tingni. According to the state, the 
community could neither be awarded any title due 
to the latent confl icts it has with the communities 
of the block of the Diez Comunidades and the com-
munity of Santa Marta. An interesting use of words 
during the court proceedings was also that the OTR 
representatives were talking of giving a land title, 
whereas the community’s defendants pointed out 
that it is not a question of giving land, but of rec-
ognising the land that the community already owns 
according to ancestral right. Th e community leaders 
when asked by the state representatives if they have 
a title or not, responded that they have always lived 
on this land, and that is for them their title. When 
the leaders were asked to state their nationality be-
fore giving their testimony, they responded “I am 
from Awas Tingni”.

Th e state claimed it has the right to itself carry 
through an evaluation of the territorial needs and an 
independent mapping of the community lands be-
fore it could proceed in the titling process. In 2003, 
an evaluation and proposal of demarcation of the 
Awas Tingni territory was carried though by con-
sultants from CIDCA (Th e Centre for Investigation 
of the Atlantic Coast of the University UCA), the 
NGO ALISTAR and the University of Idaho, co-
ordinated by Anthony Stocks, who has done pre-
vious counter-mapping research in Bosawás. Th e 
state was further alleging it cannot title the com-
munity due to the territorial confl icts it has with 
the surrounding communities of Santa Marta, the 
Tasba Raya communities and the block of the ten 
communities (Diez Comunidades). Th ese confl icts 
however seem to have been only latent lately. Rep-
resentatives from these communities travelled along 
with the representatives of Awas Tingni to the court 
session in San José and members of both commu-
nities said they have no problems with each other. 
When I asked a community leader in Awas Tingni if 
they have confl icts with the Tasba Raya communi-
ties, he said “well, we don’t know if we have confl icts 
or not, maybe we have, but I don’t think so”. Th is 
comment made me think that either some of the 
confl icts might be exaggerated by outside institu-
tions (or former confl icts are described as present), 
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or then there are sometimes only a few leaders who, 
based on some earlier confl icts, out of strategic con-
cerns claim that there currently are confl icts.

In its ruling, the Court determined that docu-
mentation of customary use of land and resources 
establishes suffi  cient proof of ownership in the ab-
sence of formal legal titles, and that oral history is a 
suffi  cient proof of customary use (Corte Interameri-
cano 2000). Th e Inter-American Court’s reference 
to ‘customary use’ as suffi  cient for establishing own-
ership rights where titles are otherwise absent, has 
spurred other communities to claim territorial rights 
to the lands they consider traditionally theirs. Th e 
Court’s emphasis on ‘customary use’ has led com-
munities to use claims of being ‘indigenous’ as the 
basis for legitimising their territorial claims through 
oral history and collective memory. Apart from this 
emphasis on a collective ethnic identity, pragmatic 
factors such as population growth and the need for 
more land for agriculture also infl uence the land 
claims. Th ere are also often substantial economic 
concerns that impact on which lands are claimed. 
Th e growing importance of natural resources, espe-
cially forest resources, contributes to the problem of 
overlaps in the claims between diff erent communi-
ties. Claims are often justifi ed by physically modi-
fying the landscape through the common Central 
American system of ‘mejoras’, where land ‘improve-
ments’ such as the clearing of land for agriculture, is 
seen as a means of claiming ownership to the land. 
In areas where land claims overlap, an increase in 
the clearing of land for agriculture, the clearing of 
boundary lines, and other physical actions intended 
to strengthen material evidence of the claims can be 
expected (Bryan 2003).

7.2.4. Toponyms and other symbolic 
resources in the legitimation of 
ancestral domain 

Metaphors and other rhetorical devices are widely 
used to exercise agency in contests over territorial 
power. Indians for example use placenames and cul-
tural landscapes to justify their own historical rights. 
Especially toponyms are used to legitimise the view 
that the group has inhabited the territory since time 
immemorial. As Off en (2003: 388) remarks, the 
toponyms demonstrate a historical and legal basis 
for land ownership; they show that current land 
claims are but a fraction of what the indigenous 
people previously held and link current land strug-

gles to past processes of land dispossession. As Off en 
(2003: 389) remarks, perhaps the most commonly 
narrated Spanish usurpation of a Miskitu toponym 
is the colonial name referring to the Moskitia itself, 
Taguzgalpa. According to Miskitu tradition, this 
term derives from the Miskitu name Tulu Walpa 
(the rocks of the oropendula). Miskitu intellectuals, 
particularly Avelino Cox, have used creative phonet-
ic similarities from numerous regional toponyms to 
demonstrate a Miskitu presence throughout Central 
America (Cox 1998, Off en 1999: 86-88). As Off en 
(1999) remarks, in this way, Miskitu toponyms or 
footprints, the mina wapanka nani left by Miskitu 
ancestors, anchor narratives of the past in present 
landscapes and provide commonplace evidence and 
justifi cation for Miskitu land rights.

Pacifi c toponyms such as the volcano Cosigüina 
(allegedly derived from the Miskitu kuswa wina, or 
meat of the river turtle), the city of Masaya (from 
the Miskitu masaya, brother-in-law), and the depart-
ment of Matagalpa (from the Miskitu mata walpa, 
place of ten rocks) are frequently invoked to show 
that the Miskitu were once the masters of Pacifi c 
Nicaragua (Off en 2003: 389). Managua, which was 
under Mayangna dominion in the precolonial time, 
is believed to stem from the Mayangna expression 
man awah, meaning “you can lead”. Toponyms of 
places formerly peopled by the indigenous groups 
function as legitimations to the indigenous territori-
al claims, although there may be several overlapping 
claims by the Miskitu and Mayangna, as toponyms 
are easily converted into words in both languages. 
Many Mayangna claim the Miskitu have usurped 
their territories and corrupted the placenames to 
justify their occupation. A Miskitu author, in an in-
terview from November 2002 in Bilwi, even gives 
examples of toponyms that according to him show 
the Miskitus originated from Colombia:
“If we look at Colombia, we can see that there were 
Miskitu footprints. Bagatá (Bogotá) is a Miskitu name. 
Bukramanka (Bucaramanga) is a Miskitu name. Yari 
(Yali) is a Miskitu name. And there are many more. We 
have to retrieve those names. Th e Miskitu footprints 
come from Colombia across Panamá, Costa Rica to Nic-
aragua. In Rivas there is a place called Sapoa, this is a 
Spanish name derived from the Miskitu Sapwap, which 
means “go slowly”. 

A leader of SUKAWALA, interviewed in October 
2002, talks of the Mayangna toponyms as legitimat-
ing territorial rights even to man awah (Managua):
“I think that we are losing too much territory. We have 
lost too much territory. Th ere existed territories for eve-
ryone, but people did not have knowledge earlier, and 
thought that they were claiming enough. But it is not 
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true. Th e territories we now claim are reduced to 70 % of 
what they were. Now we are claiming but we do not have 
documents. But what more documents would we have 
to present as our ancestors are buried there? What else 
do we have to remind them of apart from that we are na-
tives, that we were the fi rst inhabitants of this land? Th e 
memories tell it. Th e toponyms, we would even have the 
right to fi ght for Managua.” 

Especially the Mayangnas regard the writing of 
indigenous history by the indigenous people them-
selves as one of the focal points of the indigenous 
movement’s goals. Reclaiming their own history is 
a means to strengthen indigenous identity and to 
gain more support from international supporters of 
the indigenous cause. Th e Mayangna president of 
Waula, interviewed in November 2002, tells about 
the writing of Mayangna history:
“Our ancestors governed all of Nicaragua. Th e Mayangna 
people have their own history, but it is written by foreign-
ers, Conzemius, Lehmann, Götz von Houwald, Smutko, 
and the Nicaraguan Incer Barquero and Romero. Many 
of these writers have been stationed in Puerto [Cabezas], 
Bluefi elds, and they did not see the integral history. We 
have come to understand that there is still no real and 
true documentation of the Mayangna people. Maybe 
there are histories, but they hide them from us. Th e fi rst 
contact was with the Miskitu, and the historians glo-
balise this, but in the midst of this were the Mayangna. 
Th e Mayangna have held a double position in history; 
the colonisation from outside, and the internal situa-
tion among the indigenous people, which has resulted in 
that we have not been able to progress much. Th e young 
generations have to reclaim this historical position, write 
our own history. Another element is uncontestable; in 
all of Nicaragua the rivers, volcanoes, lakes are in the 
Mayangna language; in the centre, north, Pacifi c, on the 
Coast. Now the Miskitus have changed these names from 
Mayangna to Miskitu.”

Oral history has in many cases on the Atlantic 
Coast led to symbolic confl icts between the May-
angnas and Miskitus through the historical dis-
courses used to legitimate that a certain group was 
the fi rst to occupy a certain territory. One exam-
ple is the use of the placename Bilwi, the original 
name for the regional capital Puerto Cabezas (and 
offi  cially nowadays called Bilwi), a name which was 
taken into use again with the advent of autonomy 
in the mid 1980s. Th is Mayangna toponym meaing 
“the leaves of the serpent” is used by the Mayangna 
to legitimate that Bilwi is actually historically of the 
Mayangna. Th e offi  cial change of the name Puerto 
Cabezas to Bilwi is an example of how the reclaim-
ing and revalorisation of indigenous identity occurs 
also through the taking into use of ancient indig-
enous placenames. Another example is the commu-

nity of Sikilta, which until the 1990s was referred 
to as El Palomar. Th e young indigenous leaders of 
the SIMSKULT territorial association took the old 
term Sikilta into use, claiming that this had been 
the original name of the community. Many Miskitu 
people think the Mayangnas have been instigated 
by foreign anthropologists to confl icts with the Mis-
kitus through highlighting the original Mayangna 
settling of the Atlantic Coast through amongst oth-
ers the use of placenames:
“Van Götz and GTZ and other foreign organisations tell 
the Mayangnas that this is your land, you were the fi rst 
and so on. So when the Mayangnas came from Hondu-
ras after the war, they arrived with this mentality. Dur-
ing centuries the Mayangnas and Miskitus had lived in 
peace and harmony. Now the international organisations 
gave rise to this division and now there are confl icts. It 
seems that many times the confl icts in the communities 
are roused through foreign interests, not from the com-
munities themselves.” (Miskitu author, interviewed in 
November 2002).

Another symbolic resource used to legitimate 
territorial claims is the fl ag of the Elder’s Council 
used by the Miskitu. Th e Miskitu fl ag is fi rst men-
tioned historically in 1824 by the Miskitu King 
George Frederic in a letter describing how he had 
hoisted the banner as part of his defensive strategy 
for fending off  an imminent Colombian invasion 
(Off en 2003: 389). As Off en tells, the symbols in 
the fl ag are a crown, symbol of the British Crown; 
an Indian in a canoe carrying a bow and arrow, rep-
resenting the years of war and the exile in Honduras 
and a white dove carrying a banner, representing 
the reconciliation after the years of war. Th e fl ag 
also carries the Union Jack, within which is written 
Nación Comunitaria Moskitia. Th is represents all the 
treaties and agreements over the indigenous rights, 
and the British Crown as the witness of the sign-
ing of the rights of the Moskitia nation. Th e fl ag of 
the Moskitia nation was hoisted on the statue of the 
Indian in Bilwi in 1996 (Off en 2003: 389). Presi-
dent Arnoldo Aléman ordered it to be replaced by 
a Nicaraguan fl ag during a visit the following year. 
Th is act caused much indigenous protest and talk of 
secession and independence. 

Narratives receiving much respect and authority 
are those that locate the Atlantic Coast or Moskitia 
within biblical themes. Since Moravian missionaries 
began training native evangelists by the end of the 
19th century, Miskitu variants of biblical allegories, 
stories, and places have strongly infl uenced Miskitu 
identity politics, and Dawan bila, the Bible, serves 
as a prophetic text and the source of all truth (Garcia 
1996). Hale (1994: 66-67), accounts how the Span-
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iards made the Miskitu drunk during the signing of 
the convention of the Moskitia and obliged them 
to sign papers and lost their lands. Th ese stories are 
propagated as a Miskitu version of the Exodus. As 
the Israelites, the Miskitus are in a long process of 
struggling for their promised land, and waiting for 
God (Dawan) to intervene on their behalf and sof-
ten the hearts of the government of Nicaragua to 
recognise their rights (Gurdián 2001).

During the war many church laymen and pas-
tors supported the armed struggle against the Sandi-
nistas by comparing the war with the notion of a 
Holy War. Th e pastors promoted views of immedi-
ate salvation for whoever fought, and the full identi-
fi cation of the Miskitu with the Israelites. Th e Bible 
became a framework through which the war was 
conducted. Miskitu commanders were referred to 
as Moses, Joshua, Gideon and David and the Coco 
River was referred to as the Red Sea. Th e Sandinis-
tas were correspondingly, Pharaoh, Goliath, and the 
Canaanites who needed to be expunged from the 
Promised Land. Indigenous leaders often compare 
indigenous history with stories from the history of 
the ancient Hebrews. Th e Exodus and the book of 
Job are Biblical stories often cited (Pérez Chiriboga 
2002, Off en 2003).

Religion is always an integral part of indigenous 
community politics. Every community meeting or 
indigenous meeting is always initiated with a short 
religious ceremony, giving legitimation and justifi -
cation to indigenous claims. Th e role of the Mora-
vian Church as the majority church in the region is 
also signifi cant symbolically in that it denotes diff er-
ence to the “Spanish” Catholic Church of the Pacif-
ic part of Nicaragua. Community tensions however 
increased in the past decades due to the spreading of 
the Catholic Church. During my stay in the com-
munity of Sikilta, I realised that a fairly straight geo-
graphical line can be drawn between the part of the 
community belonging to the Catholic Church and 
that belonging to the Moravian, and these religious 
diff erences were also a signifi cant part of other intra-
communal tensions and confl icts. 

 

7.3. Countermapping as a territorial 
discourse and strategy

7.3.1. Counter-mapping as a weapon of 
the weak

“Maps are the most eff ective, legitimate, and convincing 
means available [to indigenous groups] for demonstrat-
ing to outsiders that they manage their natural resources, 
and hence for providing claims to their customary lands.” 
(Fox 1998: 2).

Indigenous peoples have had long traditions of 
using spatial representations in the form of maps 
in constructing an ethnic identity and supporting 
their territorial claims (Off en 2003). With the sup-
port of international NGOs, several counter-map-
ping projects have been carried through on the 
Atlantic Coast. Counter-mapping is a term used 
for producing an alternative cartography of lands 
often inhabited by indigenous people. Participatory 
mapping projects critique the dominant, or conven-
tional, historical geography. Counter-mapping, also 
termed ethno-mapping or community-based map-
ping, appropriate techniques historically associated 
with states to advance the recognition of indigenous 
land rights (Peluso 1995, Poole 1995) and is a way 
of representing alternative spatial conceptions and 
practices, with the aim of increasing the legitimacy 
of indigenous territorial claims based on custom 
and traditional use. Governmental demarcation of 
indigenous lands has often been detrimental to in-
digenous communities since this cartography has 
not taken into account indigenous patterns of re-
source use nor the traditional boundaries between 
indigenous communities. 

With the assistance of foreign NGOs, indigenous 
communities have increasingly in the past decades 
been able to themselves participate in mapping their 
own traditionally used lands using technology such 
as GPS and GIS, and have through this achieved 
increased territorial and environmental knowledge 
and empowerment. Th ough many projects have 
made use of hand-drawn maps, the growing acces-
sibility of GPS and GIS has allowed groups to make 
maps that meet standards for scientifi c accuracy as 
a strategy for establishing the authority of a claim. 
Counter-mapping projects aim to help communi-
ties gain recognition of land rights by demarcating 
the traditional territories of the indigenous groups, 
protect these lands against intruders, gather tradi-
tional knowledge, manage local resources in a sus-
tainable way, and increase community awareness, 
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mobilisation, and confl ict management (Bryan 
2003, Poole 1995). Mapping is also used in conser-
vation projects to delimit ancestral domains and to 
improve resource management and the solving of 
confl icts. Th e delimitation of ancestral domains is a 
sort of “weapon of the weak” to use Scott’s (1985) 
words, representing an attempt to counter-map 
contested environments (Bryan 2003).

As Bryan (2003) points out, the goal of coun-
ter-mapping techniques is to appropriate the state’s 
techniques and manner of representation to increase 
the legitimacy of “customary” claims to resources. 
Th e use of maps as a highly “territorialised” strategy 
redefi nes and reinvents customary claims to resourc-
es as claims to the land itself. Th e theoretical signifi -
cance of counter-mapping strategies is particularly 
the question whether territorialisation constitutes a 
freezing of property rights that could undermine the 
gains won through the appropriation of new geo-
graphical tools wielded by the state, or a contempo-
rary reinterpretation of evolving customary rights, 
that increases local people’s capacity to respond to 
the increasing territorialisation of state and interna-
tional resource management strategies (Vandergeest 
& Peluso 1995). As Bryan (2003) states, maps play 
an instrumental role in organising knowledge and 
making it accessible to governments. Maps are also 
used for making political decisions that often take 
place at a considerable distance from the places they 
represent. In this process, maps act as ‘technologies 
of power’ using scientifi cally accurate techniques to 
link rights-bearing subjects with governable spaces 
(Bryan 2003). Maps are thus a powerful tool in 
power-politics.

In countermapping, local people’s material and 
symbolic claims to space and their conceptualisa-
tions and representations of lived (representational) 
space can be analysed. By producing alternative 
representations of space, people both appropriate 
and contest dominant representations of space and 
current spatial practices. Sletto (2002b) analyses 
maps as an important part of the contest between 
representations, as objects of power/knowledge, as 
rhetorical representations and as conceptualisations 
of representational space. In Lefebvre’s terms (1991: 
39), representation of space is the ‘dominant’ di-
mension of space, the space that serves the interests 
of capital and state. Representations of space can 
also be appropriated by subordinate groups as they 
seek to infl uence decisions regarding access to natu-
ral resources. 

Bryan (2003) states that from an indigenous 
perspective, mapping both empowers recognition 

of indigenous rights and opens up the possibility of 
assimilation of those lands by the state in ways that 
may undermine the very rights they are intended 
to protect. Cartography and mapping are often 
considered sources of power only for the powerful 
(Wood 1992). However, if governments and other 
more powerful actors use maps to consolidate their 
own power, then local groups’ use of maps may also 
help to counterbalance the power of the state or 
capital. Local groups can claim power through map-
ping by using both what is on the map and what is 
not on it. Counter-maps increase the power of local 
people to control representations of themselves and 
their claims to resources. Th e social meanings of re-
source and territorial rights are shaped by ongoing 
discourse and practices. As Walker & Peters (2001: 
420) state, people respond to local realpolitik; the 
choice of strategies for contesting boundaries re-
fl ects the nature of political power and the specifi c 
historical and cultural circumstances in which these 
struggles are situated. 

Countermapping may however not be an appro-
priate method in all circumstances. Countermap-
pers should consider carefully what types of claims 
(territorial or resource specifi c) are in question and 
how specifi c historical, cultural, and political con-
texts are likely to shape the outcomes of counter-
mapping exercises. People may conceptualise rights 
to resources that are separate from rights to territory. 
Boundaries may thus be described as representing a 
“bundle of rights” that can be broken apart to reveal 
diff erent sets of rules and practices (Walker & Peters 
2001: 421). If territory is the main objective, a logi-
cal strategy is to attempt to tie together the rights in 
the bundle. If resources are the objective, the strate-
gies are diff erent. As Walker & Peters further state, 
where territorial boundaries are uncontestable, the 
conceptual untying of resource claims from territo-
rial claims may become the key element in strategies 
for maintaining access to resources. Furthermore, 
the linear boundaries in Western cartography may 
poorly represent the ways that some social groups 
conceptualise socio-spatial relations and resource 
rights. Maps represent claims of identity and land 
rights in ways that often contradict or only selec-
tively portray everyday social relations and patterns 
of resource use (that is, the lived space and the spa-
tial practices). 

Th e mapping techniques used do not either al-
low everything to be portrayed on the maps. In my 
visits to communities, I got to know much more 
about resource use and social relations through in-
terviews than through the maps the community 
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members drew. In the drawing of maps, I noted 
that the villagers tried to draw the boundaries in the 
same way as they had seen on formerly drawn maps, 
while they forgot to mention many important as-
pects about the territory. However, the maps were 
a help in initiating more detailed conversation. In 
the countermapping projects organised by diff er-
ent institutions, participation is often limited to the 
leaders, elders and people with a better education. 
Th e maps therefore do not portray very well how 
common, uneducated villagers see the territory.

7.3.2. Indigenous mapping from the 
time of the Moskitia until the 
Sandinista era

Indigenous land claims on the Atlantic Coast em-
ploy a wide variety of spatial representations such as 
contemporary and historical maps of the Moskitia 
territory to legitimise their territorial claims to the 
territories they consider theirs “since time imme-
morial”. Th e British support given to the Miskitus 
during colonial times has had a great impact on the 
regional identity of the Miskitus (more so than the 

Mayangna), and the time of the Moskitia kingdom 
and the British protectorate are spoken of with nos-
talgia. Old colonial documents such as maps drawn 
by William Sorsby in the 19th century are often 
used as proof that the Miskitus already during this 
time possessed maps of their lands. Maps and as-
sociated titles made by English offi  cials just prior to 
Nicaraguan incorporation of the Atlantic Coast in 
1894 are also used in supporting the present land 
claims (Off en 1999, 2003). Th e Elders’ Council 
(Consejo de Ancianos) is the organisation which 
most actively argues for the re-establishment of the 
indigenous territory of the Moskito kingdom. It 
also argues that the Miskitus have existed as a na-
tion before the Nicaraguan state, and that indige-
nous territorial claims therefore take precedent over 
the claims of the national government. Some of the 
Council activists strive to establish an independent 
state on the grounds of the relationship they had 
with the British Empire during the Moskito king-
dom, whereas others are more moderate. However, 
the regional identity tied to the ancient Moskitia is 
a factor uniting them despite their diff erent views 
on how to proceed in the struggle to achieve more 
indigenous territorial control.

No offi  cial maps on the Coast existed until the 
1950s. Th e fi rst national mapping project was car-
ried through in the 1950s by the U.S. air force, re-
sulting in the elaboration of topographical maps at 
a scale of 1: 50 000 (Hale et al. 1998: 29). Indig-
enous communities are depicted on the maps, but 
indigenous territories were unheard of. Collective 
memory and historical discourses have been used 
prominently since the 1970s on the Atlantic Coast. 
Before the 1970s, mestizos from the Pacifi c side of 
Nicaragua were allowed to settle without problems 
in the indigenous territories on the Atlantic Coast 
and exclusive indigenous territorial claims and dis-
courses were hardly put forth yet at this time. With 
the birth of the indigenous movements in the 1970s 
the territorial discourses gained strength, but it was 
not until the Sandinista era that the indigenous 
people put forth stronger exclusive territorial claims 
to the Coast. Th e confl icts between the Sandinistas 
and the indigenous people led to the exclusive claim 
of MISURASATA to the whole Coast territory in 
1981 through the Plan 81 or the Polanco map al-
ready earlier presented. Th e Polanco map is often 
cited and presented in contemporary discourses on 
the indigenous territorial rights. Th e delimitation of 
the Polanco map can be seen in Figure 6.

Figure 14. Map of the territory of Sikilta drawn by 
Sikilta women.
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7.3.3. Mapping the indigenous territories 
of the Bosawás Biosphere Reserve

“We think Bosawás alerted us - we would not be de-
manding territories like this if it was not because of the 
magnitude of the Bosawás project. We thought that the 
government will take away everything that we have pro-
tected. For this reason it was necessary that we demar-
cate the lands where we had possessed land historically. 
Th ere we saw the weakness of our ancestors, they claimed 
territory, but they did not have any documents. So we 
started to write our histories, map our zones and territo-
ries with the help of North-American technicians, with 
technical apparatus and training. Th at was where the idea 
was born. Of Mayangna Sauni As. We started. Th en the 
regional government also became interested. So then the 
Miskitos also got alerted. Th e mestizos cause damage. 
Th ey are destroying all the wild boars, bird nests etc. Th is 
also alerted us to demarcate our territories. We have been 
negotiating with them many times in the mayor’s offi  ce. 
We have told them that they should not pass over this 
limit, and should help us demarcate and take care of their 
side and we take care of ours. Some have good inten-
tions, others not. Some have purely economic interests of 
taking the trees, the wild boar, everything that produces 
money. But the original idea of territory was born from 
the Mayangna. We went negotiating until all the borders 
were settled and demarcated.” (Mayangna leader of Mu-
sawás, December 2002).

Between 1989 and May 2005, no communal 
land title deeds were given to the indigenous com-
munities on the Atlantic Coast. As seen in the quote 
above, foreign support for demarcation and titling 
of indigenous territories has been pivotal. It is also 
interesting to see in the quote that the indigenous 
people got involved in the demarcation before the 
government showed interest. Th e foreign support 
increased from the 1990s, and has been especially 
strong in Bosawás. Th e increased settling has in-
creased the urgency to title the indigenous territories. 
Counter-mapping of the Mayangna and Miskitu 
communities of the Bosawás Biosphere Reserve was 
carried out between 1994 and 1998 principally with 
the support of the U.S. agency TNC (Th e Nature 
Conservancy) and the German GTZ. One of the 
aims with counter-mapping of the indigenous ter-
ritories is to provide technical documents to assist in 
territorial planning for a rational and sustainable re-
source management. Th e counter-mapping projects 
usually take various months to follow through, con-
stituting of workshops in the communities to map 
the territories and document the resource use, oral 
history, social organisation and inter-communal/
territorial relationships, followed by technical draw-
ing of the maps with GIS technology. 

Th e demarcation process of the six indigenous 
territories of Bosawás was started in 1994 with the 
demarcation of the territory of Mayangna Sauni As 
(the fi rst territory of the Mayangna) and concluded 
in 1998 with the territory of Li Lamni Tasbaika 
Kum. Th e territorial demarcations are based on tra-
ditional areas of diff erent Mayangna and Miskitu 
groups of extensive families. Th e boundaries are 
also probably based on old territories of the rubber 
companies, which were claimed in the 19th century 
(Stocks 2003). Th e territory of Sikilta, or May-
angna Sauni Bas, only consists of the community of 
Sikilta, the only indigenous community within the 
municipality of Siuna. Th e other territories are lo-
cated within the municipalities of Bonanza, Wasla-
la, Wiwilí and Waspám. Th e territory of Li Lamni 
Tasbaika Kum has the largest number of communi-
ties (26). Th e territories of Mayangna Sauni As and 
Mayangna Sauni Bu are Mayangna, whereas Kipla 
Sait Tasbaika, Miskito Indian Tasbaika Kum and 
Li Lamni Tasbaika Kum are Miskitu (even though 
one Mayangna community, San Andrés, exists in Li 
Lamni Tasbaika Kum). 

Although the territories have traditionally ex-
isted in some way in the territorial conceptions and 
practices of the communities since the colonial time, 
they were not clearly delineated and demarcated 
until the 1990s. During the demarcation processes, 
many confl icts arose between communities of dif-
ferent territories, because the borders between the 
territories were diffi  cult to determine in the non-
populated and infrequently used forested border ar-
eas. One example was the drawing of the boundary 
between Li Lamni Tasbaika Kum and Mayangna 
Sauni As. Here Li Lamni was arguing that they 
need more territory than what the border line pre-
sented by the Mayangna Sauni As leaders indicated, 
because they had lost territories north of the Coco 
River in the 1960s. Th is dispute continued for some 
time, and was settled with an agreement that did 
not conform well with the Mayangna Sauni As lead-
ers arguments. From then on, the Mayangnas south 
of the Li Lamni border say they have lost territory 
(including two sacred mountains) to the Miskitus 
of Li Lamni. 

Diffi  culties in counter-mapping projects are for 
example that precise boundaries are imposed in ar-
eas where these have been fl exible and negotiated. 
Confl ict has increased because fl exible institutions 
based on negotiation have been replaced by more 
rigid and spatially defi ned rules of land use. Some-
times the confl icts in the Bosawás area were diffi  cult 
to settle and the boundaries too diffi  cult to draw, 
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giving rise to the designation of commonly used ar-
eas. Th e processes of mapping the territories of Bo-
sawás have been elaborated on extensively by Stocks 
(1998, 2003), see also Stocks et al. 2000. Although 
the territories and their management plans are now 
offi  cially recognised, the territories were not titled 
until 2005.

7.3.4. Th e mapping project of the 
Central American and Caribbean 
Research Council

One of the most well-known counter-mapping 
projects was the World Bank fi nanced project that 
was carried out by the Central American and Carib-
bean Research Council (CACRC) during 1997 and 
1998 (Hale et al. 1998). In this project, 128 com-
munities on the Atlantic Coast were mapped by the 
indigenous leaders who were given the opportunity 
to present land claims of the type and extent they 
considered their communities’ territories. Hale et 
al. (1998) state that out of the 128 communities 
participating in the project, only twelve presented 
their land claims as individual communal claims, 
while 116 presented multi-communal claims by 
uniting their forces with contiguous communities 
to form in total seventeen multi-communal blocks. 
Factors that have led to the claiming of individual 
community titles were for example: isolation; a tra-
dition of struggle of specifi c communities; a history 
of hegemony, antagonism and confl ict of a commu-
nity with its neighbours; or communal titles that 
the community had received earlier. 

Th e multi-communal blocks are groups of com-
munities with established institutional structures, 
that group together to claim a block grounded on 
political or cultural factors. Many of these blocks 
have some historical grounds for claiming this sort 
of larger territorial identity based on customary 
land use, common cultural identity or shared tra-
ditions. Hale et al. (1998) present diff erent factors 
that have led to the formation of the blocks. Some-
times groups of small communities have decided to 
form a block to counterbalance the power of a larger 
community. In other cases, communities united by 
family ties or geographical proximity have decided 
to present their claims in one block. Diff erent his-
torical and cultural factors also infl uence commu-
nities in forming blocks, such as those communi-
ties along the Coco River which belong either to 
the “Wangki” or the “Tawira” Miskitu groups with 

historically tense relationships. Th e Mayangna com-
munities also form together in blocks to counterbal-
ance the Miskitu hegemony and power. Ecological 
aspects also infl uence the forming of blocks, such as 
communities along the lower Coco River which de-
cided to group together in order to exploit forestry 
resources in a more rational manner. Strategic con-
siderations regarding the relationship of communi-
ties with the state and central government have also 
infl uenced the formation of the blocks. Th e com-
munities regard that by forming a block they will 
have more power to defend their interests vis-à-vis 
the state. 

In the CACRC study (Hale et al. 1998), areas 
used by various communities or blocks of commu-
nities were represented cartographically as overlap-
ping, bringing about debates about how to best sep-
arate the claims between the blocks. In some cases, 
there were minor overlaps, in others again there was 
a total overlapping of claims to large tracts of land 
between two diff erent blocks. Where overlapping 
occurs between groups sharing a common iden-
tity, this can lead to the formation of blocks and 
the consolidation of the territorial claims. In many 
cases however the overlaps have led to diffi  cult con-
fl icts. What makes mapping diffi  cult, is that it is 
never quite clear if one is mapping an existing geo-
graphical reality or merely the aspirations of a social 
group (Little 2001:  11). As Wood stresses (1992), 
the map becomes a source of power by giving carto-
graphic representation to the territorial claims of a 
group. Other impacts of counter-mapping projects 
on the territories and resources are to what degree 
new notions of territoriality brought about through 
the impact of the projects refl ect older ones; how 
the reinvention of these traditions benefi ts or works 
to the detriment of customary practice, law and re-
source distribution; and how the interventions of 
NGOs aff ect the communities’ access to and control 
over resources (Peluso 1995: 393). Other problems 
are those of translating local maps or cognitive cat-
egories into conventional cartographic maps (Fox 
1998), especially in the context of overlapping and 
often ambiguous tenure claims. Mapping projects 
may easily rely on simplistic views of ‘community’ 
and on distinct and exact boundaries when these are 
in fact overlapping and often embody ambiguous 
tenure claims (Walker & Peters 2001). As Kosek 
(1998: 5) says: “a community does not just make a 
map, but rather…a map helps to make a communi-
ty, both refl ecting and producing social relations”. 

Th e degree of overlapping between the claims 
of the diff erent blocks on the Atlantic Coast was a 
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cause for the state representatives to view the claims 
as illegitimate, and the study was not offi  cially rec-
ognised. In an interview from October 2002, an of-
fi cer from the Intendencia de la Propiedad expresses 
his thoughts on the formation of blocks as some-
thing imposed on the communities by external or-
ganisms:
“I think that yes, it is created by external organisations. 
Now this does not mean that communities cannot group 
themselves together in blocks, and to claim a block seems 
to me quite positive, because for them it is easier, maybe 
for their development needs. However, the problem is 
not in the form of claiming. Th e problem resides in that 
in the same study half of the claims of one community 
overlap with those of another. We arrive at an approxima-
tion that the Northern Atlantic and the Southern Atlan-
tic Coast would have to duplicate in area, or multiply 2.5 
times in order to cover the claims put forth in this study. 
Th at is to say, we are talking of an area of almost 74 000 
km², and we are talking of claims of over 200 000 km². 
I do not fi nd any rationality in this. And I think that 
any country in the world would react, or any scientifi c 
technician who studies these themes, would say that here 
is something that is not correct, really.”

A Miskitu teacher at the University Uraccan ex-
presses his views on the same study in an interview 
also from October 2002: 
“Yes, I think that it is very much a pilot project. People 
have identifi ed with their natural ecological surroundings 
that they call territory. Th e management of watersheds 
has created an identity of the own territory of the group. 
Th e same thing happened in the Coco River communi-
ties. Th is has the positive eff ect of making other commu-
nities form territories, but it also has negative eff ects, sev-
eral Miskito and Mayangna organisations [in Bosawás] 
are separating and dividing, serious ethnic confl icts in 
Kunaspawa, Kipla Sait. Th e problem is that the territo-
rial boundaries are traditional boundaries following the 
watershed areas, they are historical, they do not have to 
do with the political-administrative boundaries; it is a se-
rious problem, many diff erent sorts of boundaries that 
collide with each other. Up to now the communities have 
used common lands, ecosystems between the territories, 
but now in order to compete, they create boundaries be-
tween each other and they will kill each other in confl icts. 
Th e formalisation of these boundaries will be a problem 
in the future.”  

A way of solving the diffi  culties in demarcating 
formerly fl exible boundaries, is the creation of com-
mon-use areas. Th is however also requires new legis-
lative measures and defi nitions on territorial rights. 
Th e designation of common-use areas was offi  cially 
defi ned in the new land law passed in 2002 (chapter 
3.2.6). One of the most polemic claims put forth 
in the CACRC project was that of the communi-
ties along the Coco River, which claimed lands also 

on the northern side of the river in Honduran ter-
ritory. In the practice, the communities use lands 
on the Honduran side for agriculture and pasture 
purposes, and pay a small tax to the Honduran po-
lice. Th ese sorts of customary practices are diffi  cult 
to recognise in any law, and it is unclear how these 
claims should be met in practice. Another common 
diffi  culty in the mapping projects was that it is never 
quite clear if one is mapping an existing geographi-
cal reality or merely the aspirations of a social group, 
which often increase in scope with the increasing 
importance of the natural resources, mainly forestry 
resources. While customary use may form a basis 
for the maps, there are often substantial economic 
concerns involved in the land claims presented. Th e 
demarcation of indigenous territories increases the 
legitimacy of land claims, and the maps are also eas-
ily seen by the communities as ‘the only truth’ and as 
a proof to secure their territorial rights, whilst these 
territories are often not yet offi  cially recognised. 

Besides the view of the maps as the only truth, 
a problem with the communal participatory map-
ping projects is that they have created envy and 
division between the communities, between those 
whose land claims are overlapping, and with those 
communities that have not had luck to be chosen 
as part of a mapping project. Confl icts between dif-
ferent blocks normally occur only when there are 
drastic changes in the use of the resources, such 
as when a company arrives to extract resources or 
when external organisms require the communities 
to delimit the boundaries. Th e usefulness of new 
maps is also often questioned in the communities. 
Maps, although on one hand seen as empowering, 
on the other hand are also viewed as potentially 
harmful. People fear that lands left out of the maps 
can be converted into national lands, and thus peo-
ple strive to map their claims as large as possible in 
order not to leave any national lands in between the 
communities’ claims. Indeed, as Off en (2003: 385) 
remarks, the frequently used Spanish word demar-
cación (demarcation) is greatly feared and used to 
illustrate that the government intends to steal the 
lands belonging to the indigenous communities. A 
more positive impact of these projects is that they 
have strengthened the territorial identity (or created 
a new one through re-territorialisation processes), 
led to empowerment, and made the communities 
conscious of their territorial rights and also of envi-
ronmental matters, and can thus have the ultimate 
eff ect of leading to conservation of the resources. As 
Parker (2006) points out, community mapping can 
improve self-representation, collective action and 
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resource-control. It can lead to two related forms of 
empowerment; a capacity for collective action, and 
social or procedural change. Th ese eff ects can al-
ready to some extent be seen on the Atlantic Coast, 
even though social and procedural changes take yet 
some time to become institutionalised.

In this chapter, I have identifi ed and analysed the 
three discursive regimes I fi nd to be the discourses 
most importantly recurred to in the indigenous ter-
ritorial struggles on the Atlantic Coast. I have ana-
lysed how the diff erent actors construct their own 
discourses and representations within these discur-
sive regimes, and how they try to legitimate their 
own discourses and delegitimise those of the others. 
I now turn to discussing the study as a whole mak-
ing some concluding remarks. 

8. Concluding remarks 
I have in this research studied the indigenous ter-
ritory as a perceived space and as a conceived and 
lived discursive process, and the territorial discours-
es and representations that the various groups assign 
to their territoriality. 

Th e way the territory and territorial practices 
and claims are represented to a large extent impacts 
on the power relations between the diff erent actors, 
and on whose representations and discourses are 
seen as the ‘truth’. Th e struggles over the territory 
are to an important degree concerned with the con-
struction of discourses and representations that are 
seen as legitimate and trustworthy. Territorial strug-
gles are therefore to a large extent symbolical strug-
gles over the ability to appropriate space and cre-
ate new spaces both in the physical territory and in 
the human mind, although they defi nitely revolve 
around the control over material resources and over 
the ability to achieve control over the political proc-
esses regarding these resources. 

Th e territorial claims and notions on the Atlantic 
Coast have changed through the centuries from no-
tions of family land and land as “Mother Earth” to 
communal lands and to larger territorial units such 
as the Moskitia territory, and fi nally in the past few 
years to the prevailing conception of multi-commu-
nal territories. Fragments of these diff erent territo-
rial conceptions from diff erent times can be seen as 
lived spaces in our day through the varying territo-
rial claims of diff erent groups and how they identify 
themselves with these varying territorial forms. Th e 
territory as a physical and functional unit cannot 

be separated from the territory as a symbolic claim 
and resource - materiality and representations of 
territory are indistinguishable processes. Space and 
territory are at the same time a combination of the 
perceived, conceived and lived spaces that make 
up this territory. It is diffi  cult to say which terri-
torial representation is the true and legitimate one, 
because these are always true for the speaker. It is 
also diffi  cult to say which territorial conception of 
the indigenous people of the RAAN is the original 
and authentic one, because through time, diff erent 
spatial scales from the local to the global have been 
constantly and complexly interwoven, and the dif-
ferent cosmographies and territories are continu-
ously transformed. As we have seen, determining 
for example what ‘traditional’ means is also very dif-
fi cult, because the concept has diff erent meanings 
for the diff erent actors. What is seen as traditional 
and authentic and local is always infl uenced by oth-
er spaces beyond the local and by other times and 
other actors. What legitimates the control of territo-
ry is also conceived in diff erent ways by the diff erent 
actors. Th e state representatives often regard that le-
gal documentation (that is a formal representation) 
is what legitimates the control of territory, whereas 
for the indigenous people, the experience of living 
in the territory (the lived or representational space) 
is suffi  cient legitimation.

Th e diff erent actors actively construct various 
discursive forms which become a strategic resource 
in defending their territorial conceptions and ac-
tions. Th e discursive regimes I identifi ed as the most 
important ones in claiming territory can be grouped 
into environmentalist, historical and cartographical 
discourses. Th e representations concerning the dif-
ferent actors and their territorial conceptions can 
both restrict and enable the territorial control of the 
group. Th e representations of space thus have rhe-
torical and symbolic power to alter the production 
of space. Th e indigenous territory is a result of the 
material and symbolic organisation of a space over 
which the group has control and the capacity to im-
pose their own norms. Th e indigenous groups of the 
Atlantic Coast do not yet have effi  cient control over 
their territory, as the norms regarding the manage-
ment and control of the territory are in many cases 
imposed from the central government level, and as 
the regional autonomy is still defi cient in practice. 
Steps have however been taken in the direction of 
granting the indigenous people more capacity to in-
fl uence these norms, as for example in the manage-
ment plans of the indigenous territories of Bosawás, 
or in the processes of multi-communal demarcation 
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and titling. Th e regulation of the Autonomy Stat-
ute also off ers better possibilities for the region as a 
whole to manage the territory of the RAAN. Never-
theless, even though the multiculturalist discourses 
granting special rights for the costeños have gained 
ground in the recent years in Nicaragua, mestizaje 
ideologies still also continue to persist, limiting the 
effi  cient political representation and political citi-
zenship of the costeños, despite the existence of civil 
citizenship.

Although I have concentrated on the power of 
discourses and representations, these do not how-
ever in themselves have independent agency to es-
tablish eff ective territorial control, because there is a 
wide variety of diff erent structural factors that often 
have more eff ect on the control of territory than the 
power of these symbolic resources. Th e state also 
legitimises its political practices through its own 
discourses and representations, but many structural 
factors aff ect the territorial practices of the local peo-
ple and the state outside of the eff ects of discourse. 
Among these are the unregulated land tenure and 
management accompanied with land speculation 
and illegal transactions, the advance of the agricul-
tural frontier with the accompanied environmental, 
social and cultural changes (for example population 
growth), the unregulated use and traffi  c of natural 
resources, and the institutional weaknesses at local, 
municipal, regional and central levels, accompanied 
with the weak coordination between these levels. 

Behind many of these factors is in my view one 
of the most important structural factors, the legisla-
tive framework. Th e distrust in the often unfair ju-
ridical system and its inaccessibility to rural people 
and the lack of eff ective enforcement of regulations, 
the inconsistencies between legal orders and norma-
tive rules, the weak capacity for good governance 
in general, and the overlapping of institutions and 
laws are examples of the structural and institutional 
factors that largely impact on the territorial strug-
gles on the Atlantic Coast. Th e Coast population are 
also underrepresented in the structures of political 
representation of the state, and although political 
citizenship is extended to everyone and despite the 
progressive legislation brought about by the Auton-
omy Law and the Constitution, eff ective civil citi-
zenship is still lacking in Nicaragua, especially in the 
rural areas. Practically a change of mentality of the 
state and a more eff ective decentralisation is needed 
to overcome these obstacles.

Even though a progressive law regarding the 
titling of multi-communal indigenous lands has 
recently been passed, the non-enforcement of leg-

islation that generally occurs in Nicaragua, and 
the lack of political will to implement these laws, 
may impede the processes of titling the indigenous 
lands. However, the eff ective control over the land 
and its resources cannot be guaranteed even though 
the legislative processes would be put to practice. 
Land tenure rights are not always dependent on the 
existence of a formal title granted by the state. Th e 
inequality in wealth and power, the lack of enforce-
ment of regulations and lack of impartiality on the 
part of the formal institutions addressing tenure se-
curity has led to a situation where the perceived ten-
ure security is sometimes independent of the formal 
tenure security, and the social legitimacy of informal 
tenure systems may be stronger than the legitimacy 
of the formal tenure system and legislation. 

Land tenure security and territorial control can-
not thus be accomplished merely through repre-
senting the territory in a legitimate way or through 
granting territorial rights through legislation. 
Rather it is best understood as a result of complex 
and multiple legal, social, economic, institutional 
and power-related elements, as well as the histori-
cal context. Although the power of representation 
may concede a certain degree of material power in 
territorial struggles, the structural factors however 
at times outweigh the power of discourse in con-
trolling the territory. Th e legislative, economic and 
political power structures also have power in them-
selves to aff ect the territorial control. Th ere is there-
fore always a duality of the power of the structures 
and of the agency of the various actors. 

Within the following years it will be seen if the 
discourses and representations the indigenous peo-
ple recur to in legitimating their multi-communal 
claims will have suffi  cient power to institutionalise 
these territorial claims in the territorial policies of 
the state, which has the ultimate responsibility to 
issue the titles to the territories and to enforce and 
control the management of these territories. Th e 
impact of global forces is neither to be underesti-
mated. Global fi nancial institutions are also among 
the actors exerting pressure on the Nicaraguan state 
to issue titles to the indigenous territories (seen for 
example in the cases of Awas Tingni and the recent 
law on demarcation). Th e power vested in the po-
litical and fi nancial elite of Nicaragua can however 
also act to diminish the resistance power of the in-
digenous people and the power of the global institu-
tions, with the result of a multi-communal demar-
cation and titling that satisfi es the global fi nancing 
institutions, but that is not seen by the indigenous 
people as suffi  cient in conceding them their legiti-
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mate territorial rights. Th e result of this may be 
more violent confl icts, such as the ones in Layasiksa 
in 2003, and even the resurgence and strengthening 
of movements seeking secession from the state. 

Th e question of whether the indigenous ter-
ritorial discourses are more a calculated strategy 
recurred to than a territorial identity and ideal 
founded in ancestral practices, is a question diffi  cult 
to answer with traditional geographical methods 
(maybe the discipline of psychology could help in 
studying this?). A quote from an interview in De-
cember 2002 in Karrizal shows how territories have 
currently been constructed and reconstructed as a 
response to threats to the perceived ancestral ter-
ritorial control: “Earlier every community had its 
boundary. For that reason, a man who had entered 
into Krasa was killed, and San Carlos wanted to take 
away his land. For this reason, they have now de-
cided to establish territories…. I say that it is not for 
the riches…I think they want to feel that they have 
something, like a heritage”. Th is quote shows that 
partly the value of the natural resources make peo-
ple defend their territories out of strategic concerns, 
but partly this territorial defence is also about de-
fending something perceived as an ancestral herit-
age and identity. Th e discourses and representations 
recurred to are always true to the actor producing 
them, and rather than just trying to objectively de-
termine which discourses are legitimate and true, 
one should also focus on the strategical use and the 
practical outcome of the discourses. Th e discourses 
are always a combination of strategy and ideal in 
which the actors even themselves cannot clearly dif-
ferentiate between the two. A critical realist view 
supports the idea of the discourses and representa-
tions as being both recurred to in a strategic and 
at times essentialist way, and at the same time as 
grounded in social and historical structures based 
on an empirical ontological reality.

Th e territorial discourses recurred to by the dif-
ferent actors and the territorial, environmental and 
legislative policies of the state both have an impact 
on each other. Th e discursive practices of the various 
actors produce real eff ects in the form of changes in 
legislation and the land tenure system, or in the sys-
tems of political representation. Th e discourses also 
aff ect their subjects. For example environmentalist 
representations and discourses on the “ecologically 
noble savage” have partly had the eff ect of achieving 
more environmental awareness-building and train-
ing in the indigenous communities, and can thus 
have the ultimate eff ect of conserving the natural 
resources. Th is is also the case with countermapping 

projects, which have also raised the territorial and 
environmental consciousness of the local people. 
However, the discourses may also have the adverse 
eff ect. If the indigenous people start relying too 
faithfully on a certain ‘regime of truth’, they may 
believe blindly in the representations promoted by 
this discursive regime. Th e indigenous people may 
regard themselves as ancestrally conservationist be-
cause this has been the prevailing and dominant 
discourse. Th eir actions might however in some 
cases turn out to be rather contradictory to this rep-
resentation. Indigenous people also aspire material 
development, and if this development results unsus-
tainable, it can be adverse and contradictory to the 
representations of the “ecologically noble savage”.

Th e indigenous people should also be conscious 
of the fact that the discourses promoted by NGOs 
and global allies working for the indigenous cause 
are conjunctural and shortlived, and the indigenous 
people should recur to a variety of discourses so as 
not to  be dependent on just one or a few. Th ese dis-
courses should also be put to practice so that the dis-
courses and representations of the indigenous peo-
ple do not lose legitimacy and render other actors 
to view the indigenous people as inauthentic and 
corrupt. More emphasis should be put on educa-
tion and awareness-building among the indigenous 
people and the groups working with them, as well 
as on providing alternative livelihoods, especially 
to the people residing in protected areas. People 
will ultimately not have interest in protecting the 
resources if they regard this as restricting their op-
portunities to improve their livelihoods and achieve 
their development aspirations. Th e improvement of 
indigenous institutional capacity can also lead to 
improved environmental outcomes, when conser-
vation is not anymore seen as an imposition from 
outside, but as a locally appropriated practice lead-
ing to spatially sustainable livelihoods for the com-
munities themselves. I hope this study can to some 
degree contribute to increase the understanding of 
the complex territorial processes revolving around 
indigenous lands both in Nicaragua and elsewhere
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