
  September 30, 2026	
	

	 	 	 1	

Nicaragua’s Political Crisis: Ortega’s 
Assault on Democracy 
 

PREPARED STATEMENT BY 
Gil Guerra 
Fellow, Hudson Institute 

 

BEFORE THE 
Foreign Relations Subcommittee on Western Hemisphere, Transnational Crime, Civilian 
Security, Democracy, Human Rights, and Global Women’s Issues 
United States Senate 

 

Chairman Curtis, Ranking Member Kaine, and distinguished members of 
the subcommittee, thank you for the opportunity to testify before the 
subcommittee on the topic: “Nicaragua’s Political Crisis: Ortega’s Assault 
on Democracy.”  
 
To determine how best to respond to Daniel Ortega and Rosario Murillo’s 
latest steps towards installing their family as the permanent owners of 
Nicaragua, we must first understand five related matters. 
 
The first is what their proposed reforms to the constitution would do. The 
second is why the regime is pursuing these reforms now and whom they 
benefit. The third is how they coincide with the regime’s deepening ties to 
America’s adversaries. The fourth is why these developments merit a firm 
and persistent response. The fifth is why that response must be delivered 
quickly. 
 
In this testimony, I will address each of these topics before turning to the 
role Congress can play in determining Nicaragua’s future. 
 
WHAT DO THE PROPOSED 2026 CONSTITUTIONAL REFORMS DO? 

In sum, they would add an extra year to election cycles as well as political 
tenure, give many incumbents, including the two co-presidents themselves, 
another year in office, and expand the state’s grounds for excluding its 
opponents from political life. I have prepared an English-language 
translation of the reforms, which is appended to my September 10 Hudson 
Institute analysis.1 
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If these reforms are adopted at the second approval session scheduled for 
January 18, 2027, Nicaragua’s current six-year election cycles would change 
to seven years. That would in turn move the general election from 
November 2027 to November 2028, keeping the current co-presidents and 
assembly in office until at least January 2029. A transitional clause would 
extend the existing terms of officials in 16 categories—including the army 
commander and police chiefs—to seven years.2 
 
Other provisions would bar virtually anyone opposed to the regime from 
seeking public office or holding a leadership role in a political party. The 
grounds for being included in these bans include: using international funds 
to organize; expressing support for foreign action against the regime; 
proposing or backing blockades or sanctions against the state; and being a 
“traitor to the homeland,” which the regime’s laws define in predictably 
sweeping terms.3 
 
If enacted, these reforms would further stifle political freedom in Nicaragua 
and place dissidents at even graver risk. 
 
WHY ARE THESE REFORMS BEING PUSHED NOW, AND WHO BENEFITS FROM THEM? 

Given the increased pressure leftist authoritarian governments in Latin 
America are primed to face, why would the regime choose to draw attention 
to itself by undertaking another significant reform to the constitution to 
address matters that were ostensibly settled by last year’s rewrite? 
The most obvious answer is that time forced the regime’s hand. As things 
stood before the reforms were announced, the regime was set to face an 
election in November 2027. The regime seems to know that it would lose 
any fair election, and it may have also wanted more time to prepare its 
strategy for handling opposition organizing around the next election.  
Whatever the case may be, because a partial amendment must pass in two 
successive legislative sessions, the only way for the regime to postpone the 
2027 election with a veneer of legitimacy was to initiate additional reforms 
this year.4 
 
Another, simpler explanation is that the reform efforts are merely the latest 
step the regime has taken in its longstanding project of authoritarian 
consolidation in Nicaragua. As I have documented elsewhere, the regime 
has only ever moved towards greater and greater authoritarianism, and we 
should not be surprised when it continues to do so even under adversarial 
circumstances.5 
 
The timing can also be explained by taking a closer look at who the 
beneficiaries of these changes are. The provisions on tenure cover a wide 
array of regime functionaries like elected officials, judges, electoral 
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authorities, and army and police leadership; the reforms’ transitional 
provisions extend the terms of a wide group of incumbents in these 
positions.6  
 
It seems to me that despite formally setting up Murillo for succession, the 
regime is still worried that Ortega’s death or incapacitation could surface 
internal fractures that would threaten its rule. The changes outlined in the 
reforms would give incumbent officials more time in office and thus a 
longer-term stake in Murillo’s eventual sole rule.7 
 
The international turn against the regime has also been mitigated by its 
increasingly close ties to Russia and China. The regime’s hold over 
Nicaragua has allowed it to grant them vast concessions that would draw 
protests and scrutiny in any country with a free press, an independent 
legislature, and the right to assemble.8 Moscow and Beijing, in turn, have 
acquired additional reasons to support the family’s permanent rule in 
Managua. 
 
HOW DO THE REFORMS COINCIDE WITH THE REGIME’S DEEPENING TIES TO 
AMERICA’S ADVERSARIES? 

While the reforms themselves do not explicitly deal with Russia, China, and 
Iran, they nevertheless serve the regime’s strategy of drawing closer to this 
axis.  
 
Here, Russia and China are the primary countries of concern since they 
have materially strengthened the regime’s position. Iran’s relationship with 
Nicaragua is significantly constrained by the limited capacity of both 
regimes. Although Ortega has praised the Iranian government and sent 
representatives to Ayatollah Ali Khamenei’s funeral, publicly verifiable 
cooperation between Nicaragua and Iran appears to be largely symbolic for 
now.9 
 
The reforms themselves have some tangential benefit for Russia and China. 
For example, the article barring the “extraterritorial application” of foreign 
laws preserves “the application of agreements signed on behalf of the 
Nicaraguan State.” Managua has recently forged several such agreements 
with Moscow. Those include a 2025 pact against “abuses” of international 
justice that, by Russia’s account, lets either government block cooperation 
in cases it deems politicized, and extradition and prisoner-transfer treaties 
that were signed this June.10 
 
In addition to formalized legal cooperation, the reforms also carry 
implications for the regime’s people-to-people ties with our adversaries. The 
transitional clause would boost figures who have been central to the 
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regime’s relationships with China and Russia, such as Army commander 
Julio César Avilés and the two police chiefs.11 Avilés has recently traveled to 
Beijing and Moscow for security talks.12  
 
Police co-chief Francisco Díaz, meanwhile, has boasted that 500 
Nicaraguan officers a year train with Russia’s Interior Ministry, including 
in “intelligence and counterintelligence,” and 400 train with China’s 
Ministry of Public Security, including in video surveillance and artificial 
intelligence.13 The regime seems invested in deepening its security ties to 
Russia and China even as Murillo has stopped describing Russia as a 
security partner in her broadcasts since late 2025, presumably to try to fly 
under US radar.14  
 
Officials responsible for granting China access to Nicaraguan resources 
would also be placed in office for longer terms. Since January 2024, the 
regime has granted Chinese-linked firms 80 of 102 new mining concessions, 
covering an area that spans about 10 percent of the country, or roughly the 
size of Connecticut.15 Nearly every title has a lifespan of 25 years, and since 
March the titles have been issued by the office of the Procurator General.16 
Together, these terms make China’s economic stake in Nicaragua more 
secure. 
 
The reforms also coincide with several troubling projects spearheaded by 
Russia and China in Nicaragua. In May, Russia ratified a military 
agreement with Nicaragua that allows it to provide security training and 
carry out ship and aircraft visits. In August, ten days before the National 
Assembly’s first vote on the reforms on September 1, the Ortega-Murillo 
regime opened a Chinese-built emergency-response center at Momotombo. 
The communications, data-processing, and monitoring capabilities of this 
facility could have dual-use purposes, though these remain speculative 
applications for now.17 
 
Washington nevertheless maintains a commercial advantage over China 
and Russia in the Nicaraguan markets. The United States bought $4.96 
billion of Nicaragua’s goods in 2025 compared to China’s $81 million and 
supplied about 59 percent of its oil import bill.18 This imbalance gives the 
US a significant amount of economic leverage to wield. 
 
WHY DO THESE DEVELOPMENTS MERIT A FIRM AND PERSISTENT RESPONSE? 

The regime’s attempts to stomp out freedom in Nicaragua would merit a 
firm response under any circumstances, but they arrive alongside several 
troubling developments. One of these is that the regime’s repressive 
apparatus has only grown harsher. The independent register of political 
prisoners, which tallied 46 after January’s releases, refilled to 68 by 
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September 24. A total of 31 of these prisoners have been subject to enforced 
disappearance; Miskitu leader Brooklyn Rivera died in state custody on 
May 30 after a prolonged enforced disappearance.19 
 
The repression serves in part to quash potential dissent from inside the 
regime. According to civil society groups cited by the UN human rights 
office, at least 55 of the 243 people arbitrarily detained between June 2025 
and June 2026 were government or ruling-party supporters or state officials, 
and UN investigators describe the aim as preventing “any replacement of 
the Government, especially from within.”20 
 
Another reason the US should respond more stringently than it has in the 
past is that the regime has seemingly concluded that Washington will be too 
distracted or apathetic to mount a significant campaign against it. This 
assumption is not entirely unfounded. By my count, none of the American 
authorities on Nicaragua that were announced since October 2022 whose 
outcomes can be measured were carried out at the scope that was 
announced.21 
 
The regime has also shrugged off previous designations. Díaz and Avilés 
were each reappointed to their posts after being sanctioned by the US, and 
less than a month after the Department of the Treasury sanctioned a 
Chinese-linked mining firm in April, the regime granted the firm a new 
concession of more than 95,000 acres. As of September 27, Treasury had 
made no new Nicaraguan designations since April 16, and by my count no 
European Union, British, Canadian, or Swiss sanctions list has added a 
Nicaraguan figure since January 2022.22 
 
In order for conditions in Nicaragua to change, the United States has to 
convince the regime that it is willing to exert meaningful pressure on it. 
However, US policymakers should also be clear-eyed about what this 
pressure can accomplish. The constitutional reforms will almost certainly 
come into effect in January 2027 regardless of what form American and 
international pressure takes. If Washington’s campaign against the reforms 
is premised solely around blocking their implementation, the regime will be 
able to claim a victory once they pass. 
 
Therefore, while the US and its allies should continue to demand the 
withdrawal of the reforms, they should also prepare for a new phase in our 
approach to Nicaragua that is built to last for as long as the regime does. We 
should begin that phase now. 
 
WHY MUST THAT RESPONSE BE DELIVERED QUICKLY? 
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The interval before the January vote presents an opportunity for 
Washington to convince the regime that the reforms will be met with 
significant resistance. There are 110 days between this hearing and the 
second vote, which Murillo has set for January 18. Regime officials will 
doubtless spend this time quietly considering the security of their positions, 
the value of their commercial interests, and the durability of the status quo 
under Murillo. The US can use this time to make Murillo seem like a bad 
long-term bet.23 
 
If a comprehensive response is to be ready by January, Washington needs to 
start acting soon. As of the time of writing, the European Union’s 
Nicaragua sanctions will expire on October 15 unless renewed. The national 
emergency underlying our Nicaragua sanctions will expire unless continued 
by late November.24 
 
The longer we wait, the more time China and Russia will have to secure 
resources and complicate a potential democratic transition. By my 
estimate, Chinese-linked mining holdings grew from about 588,000 acres in 
August 2024 to 3.88 million this month. In the first half of the year, the 
regime spent almost as much on the Punta Huete airport, which is financed 
with Chinese credit, as it did on its entire army. Between July and 
September, the airport’s Chinese contractor signed $210 million in contracts 
for a deepwater port at Bluefields, on the Caribbean coast.25 Our response 
must meet the pace of Chinese and Russian inroads in Nicaragua. 
 
Another reason to begin responding now is that, if we delayed, Nicaragua’s 
rising reserves could cushion the regime against the short-term 
consequences of international pressure. Nicaragua’s central bank reported 
that it held $9.99 billion in gross reserves at the end of August, up about 20 
percent this year.26 
 
WHAT ROLE CAN CONGRESS PLAY IN DETERMINING NICARAGUA’S FUTURE? 

While the executive branch holds many of the tools a significant pressure 
campaign would require, Congress can supply durability, deadlines, and 
oversight that the American response has sometimes lacked. Congress can 
do this by taking the following actions: 
 
1. Push for a gold import ban and strengthen it via statute. Gold is 
Nicaragua’s largest merchandise export outside the free zones and was 
worth nearly $2 billion in 2025. It is also arguably the sector most exposed to 
American policy: US imports in the first seven months of 2026 exceeded 
those of all of 2025, and since 2021 at least 99 percent of those imports have 
cleared customs at Miami International Airport.27 The state’s formal take is 
only a 3 percent royalty, but targeting the sector as a whole would put 
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pressure on rent captured by regime-linked concession holders and 
intermediaries.  
 
Congress should urge Treasury to use the import authority it has at its 
disposal. Importers’ records put the United States and Canada at roughly a 
third each of Nicaragua’s 2025 gold exports and Switzerland at a quarter, so 
Congress should also encourage the State Department to seek matching 
restrictions in both countries.28 Congress should also consider adding a 
provision to the Cruz–Kaine REFORMAR Act (S. 5369) that requires 
Treasury to restrict the US correspondent accounts of foreign banks that 
knowingly handle payments from Nicaraguan gold sales that benefit figures 
who enable corruption or repression in Nicaragua.29 
 
2. Pass the REFORMAR Act before this Congress ends. Congress should consider 
some amendments to the REFORMAR Act as it makes its way through the 
legislative process. The act could be improved by expanding the scope of the World 
Bank clause, which currently names only the International Finance Corporation; 
setting a 90-day deadline for determinations on qualifying bipartisan requests that 
concern foreign suppliers and financiers; and capping national-interest waivers 
from the act’s provisions at 180 days. It should also add the release of all political 
prisoners, a definition of what counts as a release, and disclosure of the 
whereabouts of the disappeared to the conditions for permanently lifting the act’s 
provisions. Neither chamber’s defense bill mentions Nicaragua, so REFORMAR’s 
supporters should seek to add it to the defense bill in conference or to the year-end 
spending package. If this Congress expires before REFORMAR is passed, its 
supporters should plan to promptly reintroduce it in the next session.30 

 
3. Use the Global Magnitsky Act on officials who would benefit from the 
reforms. The executive order that forms the basis for US sanctions on 
Nicaragua allows us to reach any Nicaraguan government official, but as of 
September 27, none of the four security chiefs installed since August 2024 
appeared on any public US, EU, UK, or Canadian sanctions list that I could 
find.31 A joint request from the chairman and ranking member of the full 
committee would oblige the president to determine within 120 days whether 
a named official is responsible for gross violations of human rights. Even if 
the committee acts promptly, any request that arrives at 120 days would 
arrive after the date of the second vote on January 18, so the committee 
should ask for action promptly. It is still possible for designation to arrive 
before the second vote; in 2018 Treasury designated both officials named in 
a bipartisan letter 30 days after it was sent.32 
 
4. Fund and oversee the work of cutting the financial benefits of serving 
the regime. Pressure that leads to the replacement of a sanctioned minister 
or company will mean little if the source of the income can be easily 
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restored. Congress should direct Treasury to identify the core benefit at 
stake in priority cases and follow it through changes in companies and 
personnel. It should fund efforts to obtain records from foreign banks with 
US correspondent accounts and request confidential briefings on the 
results. Congress should also ask Treasury to investigate whether senior 
officers use IPSM, the Army’s pension and investment institute, to conceal 
assets or evade sanctions, and to sanction those involved, including IPSM 
itself if sanctioned officials are found to effectively control it. Firms seeking 
relief must be made to prove that sanctioned insiders no longer own or 
profit from them.33 
 
5. Require a standing account of Russian and Chinese support for 
repression. No statute currently requires a report on Russia’s activities in 
Nicaragua. (The RENACER Act’s requirement was a one-time report due in 
early 2022, before the current military agreement.)34 Congress should 
require State and Treasury to identify the payments, equipment, and 
services that sustain the Russian Interior Ministry’s training center in 
Managua, which Treasury sanctioned in 2024 for supporting police 
repression. Chinese projects such as the Momotombo center warrant the 
same scrutiny of contracts, end users, and data access; if the evidence 
shows it is being used for repression, suppliers and financiers should face all 
applicable sanctions.35 
 
6. Encourage the administration to secure allied commitments before the 
first deadlines pass. Despite the administration’s desire for more allied 
pressure on Nicaragua, the Nicaraguan army’s high command remains 
sanctioned by the United States alone.36 Members can press the 
administration, and allied legislatures, for three commitments. First, the 
European Union should renew its sanctions before October 15. Second, 
given their aforementioned relationship to Nicaragua’s gold sector, Canada 
and Switzerland should examine the owners, buyers, refiners, and financial 
relationships that sustain regime-linked gold businesses. Third, State 
should work with Costa Rica and other willing governments at the October 
2 OAS meeting to reject the democratic legitimacy of the extended 
mandates and of elections held under the exclusion rules.37 
 
7. Encourage cooperation with US law enforcement and address 
transnational repression. The regime is clearly concerned with internal 
dissent. Congress should ask Treasury to promote the Financial Crimes 
Enforcement Network’s whistleblower program in Spanish among bankers, 
accountants, and intermediaries abroad.38 It should also press Justice and 
Homeland Security to pursue threats of transnational repression on 
American soil.39 
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8. Fund Costa Rica’s security partnership. On September 4, Costa Rica’s 
president Laura Fernández indicated a willingness to have an expanded US 
military presence in Costa Rica, while noting that her legislature would 
have to approve any foreign force.40 Nicaraguan exiles in Costa Rica are in 
need of protection. In June 2025, Roberto Samcam, a retired Nicaraguan 
Army major and regime critic, was shot and killed in his home in San José 
in a killing that has the characteristics of a contract hit.41 If a proposal is 
presented to it, Congress should be prepared to fund measures that provide 
American assistance to Costa Rica for the transport, supplies, and 
maintenance that joint anti-crime, border-security, and crisis missions 
require, along with rapid threat referrals for exiles.42  
 
Washington should seek a negotiated, peaceful end to the Ortega–Murillo 
regime, but the Pentagon can give civilian leaders concrete options for a 
kinetic response in the event of regime attacks on Americans or partners, 
cross-border aggression, or mass violence towards protestors. Congress can 
make clear that it expects to authorize any use of force in advance, 
circumstances permitting. 
 
9. Aim trade and financing tools at the regime rather than at Nicaraguan 
workers. By my count, the Central American Bank for Economic 
Integration, where the United States does not have voting power, has 
supplied every new multilateral loan approved for Nicaragua’s government 
since 2023. Congress should direct State to work through the bank’s member 
governments, as legislation this committee reported in 2024 proposed, and 
to oppose specific new discretionary loans while allowing for some basic-
needs loans.43  
 
While American remittances to ordinary Nicaraguan households should be 
allowed to continue, Congress should ask Treasury to explore the effects of 
barring those sent to senior officials and commanders.44 It should also press 
the Office of the US Trade Representative to prepare modifications to its 
existing Section 301 action that address the reforms, and to act promptly if 
they are ratified.45 Broader restrictions on trade preferences or fuel should 
remain visible escalation options, timed and scoped with Nicaraguan 
opposition figures so that any shortages primarily serve to bring about the 
end of the regime.46 
 
10. Match oversight with resources. Congress should ask the president to 
name a senior official to direct a coordinated pressure campaign on 
Nicaragua through the National Security Council.47 It should also be 
prepared to fund any demonstrated gaps in dissident protection, 
independent media, evidence preservation, and financial investigations; 
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and use the year-end package to require a report on the sanctions status of 
each senior official whose term the reforms would extend.48 
 
CONCLUSION 

The regime has committed itself to these reforms because it knows that it 
cannot win a fair election and seeks to give an even wider array of officials a 
longer-term stake in its authoritarian project. These reforms will push 
Nicaragua further down the path of becoming China and Russia’s principal 
ally in the hemisphere, and make it harder for future democratic 
governments to disentangle themselves from America’s adversaries.  
The US response, which Congress plays a vital role in shaping, should be 
swift and unequivocal: Nicaragua belongs to its people, and the United 
States will not rest until it is returned to them.
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