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Nicaragua provides an example of how a major disaster, in this case Hurricane Mitch, 
can transform the national agenda for disaster mitigation and preparedness. Hurricane 
Mitch was a reminder of how extremely disaster prone Nicaragua is, and also how neo-
liberal reforms have weakened governmental response capacity. In the face of critiques of 
how governmental policies had affected preparedness and response, discussions of this 
transformation became a highly politicised process where the debate over alternative 
development models tended to overshadow the original calls to strengthen risk 
management. Progress can be seen in some areas, such as disaster mitigation through 
environmental management. This study of NGO roles, and their relations with other key 
actors, draws attention to the need to anchor improved risk management in local-level 
NGO–government collaboration. Structures are being put into place to achieve this aim, 
but dependence on donor financing raises questions regarding the longer-term 
sustainability of these efforts. 
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Over the past decade, the international community has focused attention on so-called 
complex political emergencies, that is to say disasters caused by conflict, war and state 
collapse. Natural disasters have fallen into the background. There are some signs that this 
is beginning to change. The massive humanitarian suffering caused in recent years by 
flooding in China and Bangladesh and earthquakes in Turkey have dwarfed the impact of 
many more highly publicised conflicts. Hurricane Mitch particularly galvanised Latin 
American attention on the impact of natural hazards. Furthermore, Mitch affected areas 
that had already experienced major armed conflict, thereby raising questions regarding the 
simple dichotomy between natural disasters and complex political emergencies. Polarised 
relations between different institutional actors have meant that Mitch is undoubtedly one 
of the most complex and political natural disasters of the century. It is therefore an obvious 
place to begin to re-assess where we stand regarding natural disasters. There is a need to 
go back to the nearly forgotten natural disaster discourse to re-systematise what concepts 
such as mitigation and preparedness mean in today’s world, and in so doing to develop a 
greater level of awareness of the potential for dealing with the new complexities of natural 
disasters. 

This study is based on semi-structured interviews with nine NGOs and eight 
other agencies in Nicaragua involved in disaster mitigation and preparedness activities. 
This was complemented with a review of studies and grey literature on Nicaraguan 
disaster mitigation and preparedness and some beneficiary interviews. The selection of 
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agencies intentionally included organisations with a history of risk-management activities, 
agencies involved in relief response and agencies getting involved in collaboration with 
the government after Hurricane Mitch. It is part of a two-year research project analysing 
what disaster mitigation and preparedness means today for NGOs in four countries: 
Bangladesh, the Philippines, Zimbabwe and Nicaragua.  This study on Nicaragua was 
carried out in July–August 1999. The objective was to examine NGO participation in 
preparedness and mitigation of natural disasters in the wake of Hurricane Mitch. The 
study, upon which this article is based, looked at the impact this catastrophic event had on 
NGO roles, priorities and practice.  

A permanent state of emergency 

Nicaragua has been described as a country in a permanent state of emergency.  Between 
1972 and 1996 alone it suffered 11 disasters that seriously affected its socio-economic 
development.  Of these, nine were caused by natural phenomena: the Managua earthquake 
in December 1972; intense rains followed by a drought in 1982; Hurricane Joan in October 
1988; the Cerro Negro volcanic eruptions in April 1992 and November–December 1995; 
the tsunami that hit the Pacific coast in September 1992; tropical storms Brett in August 
1993 and Gert in September 1993; and Hurricane Caesar in July 1996. 

These 11 disasters — prior to Mitch — left a total of: 107,118 dead; 123,071 
injured; 6,533 disappeared; 656,011 evacuated; 571,600 displaced; and 1,861,002 
homeless. They directly or indirectly affected 3,201,734 people (Fundación Augusto C. 
Sandino, 1996; Nitlapán-Universidad Centroamericana, 1999). 

A recent collection of Nicaraguan disaster studies (Wheelock Román, 2000)  
points out that eight of the 28 major disasters in Latin America and the Caribbean between 
1972 and 1998 occurred in Nicaragua. Over one-quarter of the disasters in Latin America 
affected a country with 0.6 per cent of the land area and less than 1 per cent of the 
population. Between 1500 and 1999 there have been more than 500 disasters in Nicaragua 
— more than one per year. 

Despite these facts, before Mitch, disaster mitigation and preparedness efforts 
were not significant priorities for either government or NGOs. The economic crisis that 
has gripped the country since the late 1980s has instead been the overwhelming focus. 
After Mitch, a realisation emerged that addressing risk should be a part of development. 
The government approved a new law creating a National System of Prevention, 
Mitigation and Attention to Disasters. On a regional level, donors, civil society and 
Central American states have committed themselves jointly to address vulnerability as 
part of the ‘Stockholm Declaration’ of the Consultative Group for the Reconstruction and 
Transformation of Central America. Funding is available, and the need identified, but what 
has happened and who has done what? 

Nicaragua is a country with particularly limited capacity to handle these recurrent 
crises. It is one of the most heavily indebted nations in the world, and is undergoing a 
drastic structural adjustment programme in an effort to meet conditions for entry into the 
IMF classification of Highly Indebted Poor Countries (in order to qualify for receiving a 
modicum of debt relief). In light of this, all actors assume that implementation of a 
National System of Prevention, Mitigation and Attention to Disasters will rely to a 
major extent on non-state actors. With the state hobbled, one would expect that the NGOs 
would be rushing to fill the gap, particularly as there was relatively easy access to donor 
funding after Mitch. Surprisingly, disaster mitigation and preparedness is not a priority for 
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most NGOs. Some NGOs in Nicaragua are now gradually becoming more involved in 
disaster prevention and mitigation activities, and reflecting about their roles and relations 
with government in mitigation and preparedness, but risk remains absent from the top of 
the agenda.    

Mitigation through environmental action 

Mitigation is the most notable post-Mitch focus, particularly as related to increased efforts 
to protect the environment. The underlying hypothesis is that the impact of events like 
Hurricane Mitch can be best mitigated by more appropriate agricultural practices and soil-
conservation measures.  Many organisations that promote agro-ecological practices are 
now presenting their efforts as being oriented towards disaster mitigation. Most of these 
agencies were already emphasising the promotion of agro-ecological practices within 
agricultural development.  The drought in recent years caused by El Niño and the 
landslides, erosion and crop losses brought by Mitch’s floodwaters have added urgency to 
the work of NGOs which have long promoted these practices. During various fora and 
seminars organised to reflect on Mitch, the environment–disaster link has been 
highlighted. An assortment of environmental projects have been presented, justified on the 
assumption that they will mitigate natural disasters. The priorities of the Ministry of 
Agriculture and Forestry have also shifted to give more emphasis to environmental 
concerns. 

Such reflections and policy changes are well justified.  The months before Mitch 
struck were the worst ever in terms of forest fires. The destruction of woodland caused by 
extensive cattle ranching has received the blame for much of the impact of Mitch, with the 
NGOs therefore reinforcing their calls to promote a more socially equitable and 
ecologically sustainable development model.   

World Neighbors has taken a leading role in the analysis of how extensive 
commercial agriculture aggravated Mitch’s catastrophic effects. A study was carried out to 
test this theory (World Neighbors, 2000).  Following the hurricane, research teams from a 
number of institutions surveyed 1,804 plots of land with and without agro-ecological 
activity (primarily consisting of the use of green manures and other forms of inter-
cropping, combined with physical and biological soil-conservation efforts).  The teams 
worked in 360 communities throughout Central America. The study was designed to 
ascertain whether the agro-ecological or the conventional plots of land resisted the 
hurricane better, and which combinations of agro-ecological practices were most effective 
in reducing damage. The study found that the peasant plots with sustainable agriculture 
practices suffered far less erosion than neighbouring plots on which were used 
conventional practices. Findings showed, however, that using these practices on individual 
farms has little impact on landslides, as broader watershed management is essential. 

The Swiss-supported Central American Programme for Sustainable Sloping 
Agriculture (PASOLAC) has stressed the mitigating effect that agro-ecological practices 
have on disasters.  PASOLAC’s extensive network of NGOs and farmer associations 
enables it to disseminate widely agro-ecological techniques, although the explicit linking 
of these activities to natural disaster mitigation depends on each particular institution’s 
specific focus.  The Alejandro von Humboldt Centre has been a major actor in promoting 
environmental measures through lobbying and through its work with indigenous 
communities.  It has recently begun to link these measures to natural disaster mitigation in 
its field projects and advocacy efforts.  



 Disaster Mitigation and Preparedness in Nicaragua 243      
 

 

In normal circumstances, agro-ecological practices do play an important role in 
reducing erosion, but the actual impact that each specific practice has on phenomena the 
magnitude of Mitch is still not known. One study carried out for Sida proposed that future 
research aim to determine the real effectiveness of these practices in the face of intense 
rains (Christoplos and Barrios, 1999). The causal assumptions behind the NGOs’ 
newfound interest in disaster mitigation through environmental action is not self-evident. 
Were the landslides and drastic increases in river levels caused by Mitch the result of 
deforestation and the absence of soil-conservation works?  The answer is still not clear.  
Mitch-style precipitation levels inevitably cause damage, as demonstrated by the fact that 
many landslides occurred in areas with abundant tree cover. The few conservation works 
constructed in the mountains where there were dry zones proved effective in areas with 
more gentle slopes but could not resist the force of the currents in steeper areas. 

Some agro-ecological practices may actually aggravate erosion and landslides.  
One of the most widely used practices in Nicaragua and Central America is the cultivation 
of the ‘fodder bean’ (mucuna pruriens), a variety of nitrogen-fixing legume whose rotation 
with maize is highly recommended. This bean is very competitive and eliminates weeds, 
thus also acting as a kind of natural herbicide.  But clearing the soil of low-lying vegetation 
cover and aeration of soils may also leave the ground more susceptible to landslides, as has 
been demonstrated. This is obviously a complex issue and it would be wrong to presume 
that all agro-ecological techniques reduce all forms of vulnerability.  

A statistical analysis done by the Nicaraguan Institute of Territorial Studies 
(INETER) concluded that the precipitation levels Mitch brought will recur about every 150 
years (Oxfam America et al., 1999). Agro-ecological practices may be effective mitigation 
strategies during ‘normal’ disasters, whereas the erosion caused by extremely heavy 
rainfall and the landslides caused by Mitch, are very different phenomena and perhaps not 
mitigated to the same degree by such practices. 

Not all initiatives strive to reduce risk. At the other end of the spectrum, the 
World Bank is engaged in a dialogue with the Ministry of Agriculture and Forestry to 
establish a publicly financed scheme of ‘rainfall insurance’, which would reimburse 
farmers for a portion of their losses after a drought or other natural disaster. The economic 
justification for such a programme is to encourage farmers to adopt higher risk strategies. 
Agro-ecological risk-reduction practices, such as inter-cropping, are described as obstacles 
to achieving maximum potential production. The argument is that if farmers knew that 
they would be reimbursed for losses they would take the risk of abandoning agro-
ecological production techniques in order to obtain greater profit. 

Disaster preparedness 

Disaster preparedness in Nicaragua primarily consists of two different areas of work: 
planning and institutional development. On the planning side are efforts concentrated on 
the design of local preparedness plans, the mapping of risks, capacities and vulnerabilities, 
and territorial planning (Ordóñez et al., 1999). Oxfam GB and the Nicaraguan Institute for 
Municipal Promotion (INIFOM) have performed a series of ambitious studies at the 
national level, while at the local level certain municipalities are preparing their own risk 
mapping with the help of various NGOs.  In both cases, the at-risk areas have been 
identified and the degree of danger established.  

A major problem in acting on the findings of risk mapping initiatives is the 
challenge in relocating those inhabiting very high-risk locations. There is a shortage of 
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land (and funds) for such relocation.  As a result of the different regimes’ approaches to 
land reform over the past two decades, legal titling is chaotic, resulting in massive 
obstacles to any effort to address the problem directly. Many properties have not been 
legally registered for many years now. Currently, there is a re-concentration of agrarian 
property due to economic and political changes. These factors serve to reinforce an already 
almost insoluble situation. When the idea was raised of relocating survivors of the 
mudslide from the Casitas volcano in Posoltega, which caused over 2,000 fatalities, local 
landowners saw this tragedy as a unique opportunity to sell their land at a tremendous 
profit.  They received around US$3,000 per hectare, 10 times more than its registered tax 
value.  The resulting impasse is perhaps one of the reasons why the emphasis of many 
agencies’ disaster preparedness work has shifted to institutional development.  

NGOs have concentrated most of their disaster preparedness efforts on 
community organisation, and have achieved their greatest successes in this area.  Given the 
vast diversity of hazards facing Nicaragua (floods, volcanoes, hurricanes, droughts, 
earthquakes, landslides and tsunamis) and the limited capacity of small individual NGOs 
in the face of such threats, improving community capacity to deal with crisis in general 
terms may be a more effective use of limited resources than struggling to confront the 
myriad of overwhelming specific technical challenges. Several organisations that have 
been working in disaster-affected areas for many years have created their own networks of 
promoters to help them channel aid more quickly and effectively, thus having a positive 
influence on the local organisational capacity.  Other NGOs have attempted to build their 
specific disaster training on top of already-existing local organisational structures.  Such is 
the case with the introduction of disaster preparedness work to the efforts of community 
committees, also known as rural community committees or rural community development 
committees, depending on the NGO concerned.  When these committees act to manage 
natural disasters, they assume the title of emergency committees. 

During Mitch, these committees proved to be very effective in evacuating the 
population and distributing aid.  Many of the committees emerged in the 1980s to support 
the municipalities, and in many places their leaders are considered to be representatives of 
the public municipal authorities, although in reality collaboration between formal 
municipal structures and the committees varies according to political affinities.  As the 
committees are generally made up of the most active people in the community, NGOs seek 
those involved as collaborators, liaisons and promoters either individually or in their 
capacity as committee members. 

There is a consensus among NGOs that investing in institutional development 
has proven to be an important priority in disaster preparedness.  This investment becomes 
strategic during different types of disasters. Local capacity is essential, since destruction of 
the road network and lack of transport leave many communities isolated.  In certain zones, 
particularly those most affected by the armed conflict of the 1980s, there is already an 
installed and consolidated organisational capacity that enables the local population to 
collaborate to tackle different problems successfully.  In a crisis, pragmatism takes 
precedence over the political divisions that usually hinder community development efforts.  
The extent of these capacities was demonstrated during Hurricane Mitch in the conflict-
affected municipalities of Wiwilí and Jalapa, for example, where evacuation was done 
rapidly and the mobilisation of provisions and organisation of emergency shelters was very 
effective.  This openly contradicts the common assumption that civil society is at its 
weakest in war-torn areas.  

NGO training for institutional development related to disaster preparedness is 
managed both by community development experts and by others coming from a relief or 
civil defence background. The methodology employed is often a peculiar combination of 
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participatory methods, based on the popular education model developed by Paulo Freire, 
together with hierarchical and mechanical civil defence-style approaches. Though this may 
appear to be an illogical mix, harmonisation may be possible. The blend of local 
ownership and awareness combined with relief skills and predetermined chains of 
command may be quite effective in practice. Actual operations carried out during 
emergencies have been characterised by civil defence-style approaches, with former 
military personnel often taking the lead.  

Where disaster preparedness functions well, it has relied on problems being 
resolved at municipal and community levels in those places where governmental 
leadership is strong and respected.  Disaster response is not just a technical and 
organisational process.  It is obvious that problems tend to get resolved better where there 
is a local, charismatic political figure, particularly in light of the Nicaraguan tradition of 
gathering behind strong local chiefs and emotionally following charismatic leaders (for 
better or for worse). Such local leaders are often the ones who have created the necessary 
consensus for co-ordinating efforts to tackle and react to disasters.  Where disaster 
response has functioned well, one can observe that these leaders have the savvy to deal 
with prevailing  politicisation and polarisation at the local level.  In addition, local leaders 
have the power informally to make up for the lack of a formal judicial framework to 
define, regulate and distribute functions during emergencies.  

Despite the embryonic state of the NGOs’ disaster preparedness work, real 
possibilities have opened for them owing to the seemingly negative consequences of 
the shrinkage capacity of the state apparatus to provide an effective response to 
disasters.  While this cutting back has deprived the state of key staff with specialisation 
in some of the tasks required during a disaster, some of these people have become 
NGO officials, which has enabled NGOs to provide qualified services during a disaster. 
Most of the NGO staff engaged in promoting disaster mitigation and preparedness do 
so by drawing on their earlier experience as civil servants under the Sandinista regime. 
They also have an understanding of internal political processes and bureaucratic 
procedures that can otherwise often be lacking among NGO staff. 

Development as the solution? 

It would seem logical that both NGOs and government would give priority to disaster 
mitigation and preparedness following Hurricane Mitch, particularly in light of the glaring 
evidence of the failures and insufficiencies of disaster prevention and mitigation before the 
disaster.  This has not happened. Disaster prevention and mitigation has by and large been 
overshadowed by the national debate over different development models.  The majority of 
plans and polemics regarding the ‘transformation’ of Nicaragua after Hurricane Mitch 
focus on the debate over the effectiveness of and alternatives to neo-liberal development 
models in achieving economic growth, poverty alleviation and inclusive development.  
Shockingly, many reports and recommendations on the requirements for rehabilitation and 
future development in post-Mitch Nicaragua totally ignore the impact of natural disasters 
on these alternative development scenarios, and on the impact of these development 
scenarios on the ability of vulnerable populations to withstand shocks to their livelihoods.  
The heated development debate has displaced concern for disasters.  The media attention 
and struggle for accessing donor assistance has meant that Mitch has paradoxically 
become a platform for yet again ignoring natural hazards. 
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Why has this happened?  One reason is the common hypothesis that the 
devastating effects of natural disasters are simply a sign of underdevelopment, and that 
only the poor suffer during disasters due to their levels of underdevelopment. This 
cliché is widely employed in Nicaragua to justify the lack of specific disaster 
prevention activities and to suggest that ‘development’ is ‘the only solution’ to disaster 
risk. This cliché can even be heard from experienced NGO field staff and researchers, 
who should know better. 

The Nicaraguan experience of natural disasters gives the lie to that cliché.  In 
Mitch, the poor were the most affected in some areas because they had built their houses 
on land exposed to risk, which was the only land available to them.  But this was not the 
case everywhere.  In Jinotega and Matagalpa the best-irrigated lands in the valleys, 
belonging to relatively wealthy farmers, were destroyed. The low-quality sloping land, 
cultivated by the poor, was less affected.  The impact of such flooding on the poor is 
related to their role in the local economy and their socio-economic relationships with their 
wealthier neighbours. This livelihood context is far more complex than the ‘disasters are 
an indication of underdevelopment’ cliché would imply. Furthermore, volcanic eruptions 
and earthquakes do not only affect the poor.  In other words, whatever the model adopted, 
development may affect risk in different ways, but it does not automatically eliminate it.  

The controversy over development models has dominated post-Mitch discussions 
and various groups use Mitch to reinforce their positions. With the notable exception of 
UNDP, both sides in the debate mention economic development more than human 
development, the latter being tainted as ‘welfare oriented’.  By ignoring human 
development they also miss the dimensions of human suffering caused by disasters.  Both 
governments and many NGOs fail to focus on the tragedy experienced by individuals in 
the quantitative studies that have emerged after Mitch of the economic impacts and ways 
to recover from these capital losses.  The humanitarian imperative is forgotten or shunned 
for fear of ‘creating dependency’.  The victims’ viewpoints and priorities have been 
generally ignored in official reports and surveys.  This absence has made it easier for many 
observers and planners to jump to the conclusion that there is no better answer to disasters 
than economic development.   

This is not to say that dependency is not a serious problem. Many of the areas 
affected by Mitch are clearly gravely dependent on aid flows.  Community initiative and 
self-reliance have been seriously affected as a result. The problem is that the baby — the 
need to prepare for situations where community capacities are actually overwhelmed —  
has been thrown out with the dependency bathwater. 

The gap between NGOs and civil society 

In Latin America generally, and Nicaragua particularly, the role of NGOs is being strongly 
questioned (Bebbington, 1997).  NGOs are viewed with great suspicion and struggling to 
redefine their niche in a changing world.  It is generally acknowledged that they have not 
always lived up to their own rhetorical aims.  There is a recognised lack of congruence 
between their actions and the ideals they claim to represent.  NGOs are increasingly 
competing with private sector companies in efforts to secure contracts to provide public 
services.  This creates an ambiguous situation for NGOs trying to preserve their identity as 
institutions driven by values rather than economic gain (Christoplos, 1999).  

NGOs are also aware that their capacities are limited and that they cannot 
assume responsibility for all of the public services that the government is abandoning.  
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As one NGO official put it, ‘For every nurse that we place, the Ministry of Health lays 
off another five.’  This makes NGOs wary that getting involved in disaster 
management could saddle them with massive responsibilities when another disaster 
strikes. 

Individual NGOs are aware that disaster management, while necessary, is too big 
a package for them to handle alone.  They must join together.  But broad and practical co-
ordination with other NGOs has been limited because of traditional rivalries and the 
competition for the funding needed to work and survive.  The Civic Coalition for 
Emergency and Reconstruction, which was established in the wake of Hurricane Mitch, 
succeeded in bringing together over 320 non-governmental and social organisations and 
networks to present a joint alternative vision regarding the ‘transformation’ of post-Mitch 
Nicaragua.  It is thus a very interesting initiative.  Among its achievements has been a 
Social Audit aimed at monitoring, auditing and evaluating the effectiveness of local 
participation in and finances used for rehabilitation activities. 

Will this effort last?  Similar initiatives in the past have not proven sustainable.  
An attempt was made in the early 1990s, following two eruptions from Cerro Negro and a 
tsunami, to create an NGO co-ordinating body to work specifically during emergency 
situations.  That institution, known as CONADES, even managed to obtain legal status but 
it took little more than a period of emergency-free calm to dampen the original enthusiasm. 
Consequently, the new post-Mitch co-ordination initiatives had to start again from scratch.  
At other times, the formation of such bodies has been orchestrated by a strong donor, and 
motivated by a desire to access financing earmarked for co-ordination.  The main danger 
with the current initiative is that it is apparently driven by the desire to confront the 
government, rather than for joint action in the field.  As mentioned above, such 
confrontation has been dominated by economic development polemics rather than the 
problem at hand — namely, to avoid managing the next major disaster as ineptly as 
Hurricane Mitch. 

These problems with co-ordination are partly rooted in the fact that many NGOs 
do not represent anyone other than themselves.  This contributes to the ambiguity of their 
identities.  In Nicaragua, many people openly recognise that NGOs are not part of ‘civil 
society’, but dominated by an intellectual élite of middle-class citizens that develop 
activities for the people, aim to defend the interests of the people and therefore seek to 
represent the people.  Their staff are often skilled public service contractors and managers 
of donor-financed projects, paradoxically drawing on their past experience within the 
public sector during the Sandinista regime.  The lack of any real foundation in civil society 
explains why they have not managed to create sustainable mechanisms to enable them to 
act in a common direction, despite having an impressive capacity to confront government 
policies. It may also explain why they have so easily slipped into a tendency to focus on 
the economic debate, at the cost of ignoring the humanitarian crisis facing their erstwhile 
constituencies. 

NGOs are aware that many of their efforts — particularly in response to disasters 
— require practical structures for collaboration with government.  Disaster response is not 
something they can or will handle alone.  NGOs, however, stress the difficulties they have 
in co-ordinating with government, emphasising the institutional aspects in which political 
polarisation represents a fundamental obstacle.  According to NGOs, the government has 
displayed as little willingness to communicate and collaborate with them in the face of 
natural disaster as it has in other areas.  Furthermore, the fact that state institutions are 
suspicious of NGOs — because so many of their current officials were linked to the 
Sandinista administration of the 1980s — has led to confrontations and a lack of 
collaboration between NGOs and the Liberal government.  Mutual accusations of 
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corruption and inept administration have been more common than discussion of practical 
mechanisms for determining who could and should perform specific tasks and roles in 
disaster preparedness, mitigation and response. 

Pragmatism at the front line: surprising alliances 
between NGOs and municipalities 

The government’s role and responsibilities to its citizenry is ambiguous in many areas in 
neo-liberal regimes such as Nicaragua, and disaster management is no exception.  One of 
the problems which arose after Hurricane Mitch was that there was no legal framework 
setting out the roles of each institution at either national or local level. Confusion arose 
regarding their different responsibilities and chains of command for assigning different 
functions during emergencies.  As the threat from future natural hazards fades from the 
public debate, so has any sense of urgency in sorting out these matters for the future.  
Nicaragua’s political and economic agenda is overloaded and littered with ‘normal’ crises.  
Once the actual moment of emergency has past, concern over natural disasters gets pushed 
back down the list of priorities.  

The post-Mitch period has been characterised by centralised decision-making and 
a weakening of the incomplete process, under way before the disaster, of devolving 
authority to municipal governments.  Central government strategy has aimed at retaining 
control over relief and rehabilitation resources that should have been handed over to 
municipal administrations.  The municipalities are more financially stretched  than ever, 
unable to cover ordinary costs with their own resources, let alone costs generated by an 
emergency. Creative and surprising alliances have appeared because of this situation.  In 
many cases the disaster was managed through novel collaboration between NGOs and 
local governments. Surprising capacities have emerged since local political and 
institutional actors are much closer to the people involved, and therefore understand and 
possibly share their needs. The NGOs found that local structures were often less politicised 
than those involving central government, making it possible to carry out many actions in 
conjunction with the municipal authorities.  

The leadership assumed by municipal authorities turned out to be an essential 
factor during the emergency and the post-Mitch rehabilitation.  In situations such as these, 
it becomes apparent to everyone that somebody has to take responsibility for orchestrating 
efforts. Leaders appear. Many mayors acted decisively, more as an expression of their 
natural leadership than as the result of any formally established arrangements.   

The new collaboration between the municipalities and NGOs born out of Mitch 
could perhaps help address certain of the NGOs’ weaknesses that get in the way of 
developing co-ordinated efforts in responding to disasters. Closer collaboration between 
NGOs and the municipalities could prove to be the cornerstone in helping to fill the current 
vacuum in the Nicaraguan discourse on disaster mitigation and preparedness. 

One opening for eventually integrating risk and vulnerability in rural 
development policy is the recently approved law creating a National System of 
Prevention, Mitigation and Attention to Disasters (Secretaría Ejecutiva del Sistema 
Nacional de Prevención, Mitigación y Atención de Desastres, 2000). A national 
committee and executive secretariat have been formed to set up this system. UNDP is 
providing strong support and has proven to be the development agency most active in 
keeping vulnerability to disasters on the development agenda (UNDP, 2000). It is still 
too early to tell if this small and new secretariat will be able to create a critical mass to 
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supersede the tendencies to politicisation that tend to engulf such initiatives in 
Nicaragua. So far, this unit is perceived as being a relatively independent meeting place 
for different governmental and non-governmental actors. Co-ordination and 
institutional development, through joint training of NGO personnel, local officials and 
civil defence staff has begun. If the efforts of the secretariat prove sustainable, this will 
avoid the need to recreate disaster management structures after each major disaster.  

With support from UNDP and the Secretariat for Prevention, Mitigation and 
Attention to Natural Disasters, the topic of risk is back on the national agenda. Central 
government has made an apparent moral commitment to risk management. Civil defence 
has been considerably strengthened. While the new legal structure has distributed 
responsibilities in a far clearer manner, governmental financial commitment is still very 
limited. Sustainability will depend on both technical and financial resources being 
available at municipal level to develop plans and procedures for mitigation and 
preparedness. This is the Achilles’ heel for risk management. Current short-term donor-
financed initiatives are not enough. The NGOs’ new awareness and involvement in the 
field rests on an exceedingly shaky foundation. As yet, there is little evidence that state 
resources are being mobilised by extremely hard-pressed municipalities. The new 
openings for government–NGO collaboration will not last if they rely entirely on 
outside donor finance. While this is currently filling the worst structural gaps in 
disaster mitigation and preparedness, a sustainable solution is inevitably dependent on 
financial commitment from central government, which has yet to appear. 

Neo-liberalism and populism: a rock and a hard place 

In Nicaragua, the post-Mitch NGO-led political economic discourse has placed blame 
for the destruction firmly at the feet of neo-liberalism. This critique stems from two 
realisations. First, that the shrinking capacity of the state has pre-empted efforts to 
monitor and enforce codes and regulations, and acted upon land use planning 
recommendations. Second, that the government has an ideological commitment to 
avoiding activity that might hinder the free play of market actors under the assumption 
that market forces could and should prevent exploitation of fragile environments. 

This critique is valid. The fact that the government hesitated greatly before 
even declaring a state of emergency after Mitch is evidence of a desire to avoid the 
responsibility for allocating massive resources to emergency assistance, thus increasing 
public spending and violating the conditions imposed by the structural adjustment pro-
gramme. Another possible reason for not declaring a state of emergency was that a failure 
to mobilise large-scale human resources for the relief effort would (and did) expose the 
extremely limited capacity to respond to such situations by the scaled-down civil service.   
 A question that has thus far been seldom raised, however, is that of 
alternatives. In Nicaragua, as in many new or fragile democracies throughout the 
world, the prevailing political alternative to neo-liberalism is populism. Whether from 
the left, as in Nicaragua, or the right, as in the current regime in Guatemala, populist 
parties reject the simplistic faith in market solutions and call for a strong state. 
Problems arise however when populist movements seek to provide concrete, immediate 
and visible ‘benefits’ for their constituencies.  
 Given the tight fiscal constraints on even populist regimes, one of the few 
‘free gifts’ they can fall back on is access to ‘underutilised’ land and resources. Use of 
the traditional political safety valve of encouraging the destitute to live on and farm 
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steep hillsides and the disappearing forests of the agricultural frontier is a great 
temptation. Despite the success of small-scale NGO models for watershed 
management, there is generally little governmental capacity to shift away from 
traditional trajectories of extensive rural and peri-urban development, even if current 
demographics and risk mapping clearly show the profound dangers of past models. 
Environmentalists have proven easy targets of discontent. Even if there are strong 
outcries for strict controls at the immediate outset of major disasters, these priorities 
fade fast in the face of chronic landlessness and destitution.     

It remains to be seen if and how proponents of disaster mitigation and 
preparedness can (or will) enter the political fray, given the dim prospects of either 
alternative. Disasters provide a window of opportunity for advocacy, but experience 
suggests that it is doubtful if this advocacy has had any impact on policies or their 
implementation. The isolation of NGOs, as élite institutions with little base in true civil 
society, must be broken if they are to become a vehicle for the integration of disaster 
mitigation and preparedness concerns in national policies and institutional practice. 

Note 

1.   An earlier version of this article was published as I. Christoplos  and  J.L. Rocha (1999)   
NGOs in  Nicaragua  after  Hurricane Mitch: Gaps and Opportunities in Disaster Mitigation 
and Preparedness.  Currents 21: 25–31. 
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