
EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

 

Evidence of a Totalitarian Regime:  

Human Rights Violations in Nicaragua’s Public Universities 

 

Introduction 

 

Life changed irrevocably for many Nicaraguans in April 2018. Earlier that month, 

civilians began protesting the Ortega-Murillo regime’s response to a massive wildfire in 

the Indio Maíz Biological Reserve. The demonstrations grew after the sudden passage 

of sweeping social security reforms. When the regime brutally repressed protestors, 

hundreds of thousands of civilians joined in demonstrations calling for the resignation of 

President Daniel Ortega and his wife and Vice President Rosario Murillo. 

 

Between April and June 2018, over two hundred Nicaraguans were killed in the most 

deadly crisis the country has seen in decades. During those months, a melange of 

police forces, state-sponsored paramilitaries, and other actors affiliated with the FSLN 

(Sandinista National Liberation Front) threatened and enacted violence against anyone 

that opposed Daniel Ortega. Despite the regime’s disproportionate use of force, 

Nicaraguan civilians overwhelmingly chose to engage in peaceful resistance. The 

people’s insignia, which had rang “free homeland or death” in previous crises, became 

instead, “free homeland and life.” 

 

Though the product of many factors, the shift to peaceful resistance can largely be 

attributed to the stance taken by Nicaraguan university students. Although students 

have participated in Nicaraguan politics since the 1930s, the role of this generation- 

previously seen by the general public as apathetic- has been extraordinary. From the 

start of the protests, students were often the first to organize demonstrations, articulate 

concrete demands, and perform acts of solidarity to support their communities. Even 

when the violence escalated, they kept pressing forth their demands; namely, the 

observance of the rule of law, respect for human rights, and justice for those killed by 

the Ortega-Murillo regime. 

 

As a result of their activism, university students have been systematically targeted by 

the regime. While the most overt period of violence ended with the “Cleansing 

Operation” led by the regime in July 2018, those opposing Ortega continue to face 

repercussions for their involvement. Like other opposition members, university students 

have been subjected to harassment, arbitrary detention, physical and psychological 

torture, kidnapping, disappearance, and fictitious charges of terrorism, weapons 

trafficking, and coup-mongering since April 2018. Besides these consequences, 



however, those actively enrolled in public universities during 2018 have faced additional 

injustices due to their participation in the protests. 

 

The upcoming report, “Evidence of a Totalitarian Regime: Human Rights Violations in 

Nicaragua’s Public Universities,” documents the experiences of public university 

students who have faced various forms of persecution due to their participation in the 

civil protests. Prepared by an independent group of experts in collaboration with 

Nicaraguan students, this report reveals the impact of the Ortega-Murillo regime’s 

attempts to silence this generation of youth. 

 

Contents 

 

The introduction to the report describes events that took place in Nicaragua between 

April 2018 and October 2020, placing special emphasis on how the ongoing crisis has 

affected university students. At the beginning of the protests, students were the targets 

of physical violence. Those who participated in the occupation of public universities 

were particularly vulnerable to physical harm, although those that remained relatively on 

the margins were also at considerable risk.  

 

After the “Cleansing Operation” and the subsequent pressure to return to campus, 

students who had participated in the protests often found that their academic records 

had been modified or expunged. In some cases, students were expelled from their 

universities without notice or due process. Those who appealed their cases before 

university authorities were usually denied an explanation for their expulsion. As of yet, 

there is no exact data on the number of students whose right to education has been 

violated by public universities through these “disciplinary measures.” However, it should 

be noted that these violations were not isolated occurrences but rather orchestrated 

attempts to silence students that opposed the Ortega-Murillo regime. 

 

Following the introduction, the first half of the report establishes a rich contextual 

background for analyzing the role of students and universities in the ongoing crisis. 

Chapters 1 and 2 provide a legal and historical overview of higher education in 

Nicaragua, particularly in terms of university autonomy at public institutions. Chapter 3 

examines the roles of university authorities leading up to the start of the crisis, while 

Chapter 4 explains how students were expelled from public universities as a 

consequence of their participation in the protests. 

 

Chapter 5 presents the stories of public university students facing state persecution due 

to their activism. Based on interviews conducted in 2020, these stories document the 

experiences of twenty students from the National Autonomous University of Nicaragua 



in Managua (UNAN Managua), the National Autonomous University of Nicaragua in 

León (UNAN León), the National Agrarian University (UNA), and the National University 

of Engineering (UNI). Often presented in their own words, these accounts represent a 

major contribution to the documentation of ongoing human rights violations in 

Nicaragua. 

 

While each student has a unique story, there is a shared thread of upheaval and, in 

most cases, significant distress from their academic predicament. Take, for example, 

students who had nearly finished their degree programs when the protests began. Since 

their four years of academic records were erased, they have found themselves stranded 

and without recourse. Could they request an appeal? If their appeal were granted, could 

they gain re-admission or request official transcripts to transfer elsewhere? If ignored or 

denied, could they manage to start from scratch? If forced to transfer, could they be 

admitted by another public university that subscribed to the same political ideology that 

had ousted them in the first place? If none of these options were possible, could they 

find the means to pay for a private university or pursue a degree abroad? Given that 

most would eventually answer “no” to the preceding questions, could they ever achieve 

their career goals? 

 

The annexes to the report contain information that will prove helpful to readers 

unfamiliar with the ongoing crisis in Nicaragua. Annex 1 outlines a basic timeline of key 

events that occurred between April 13, 2018, and October 5, 2020, citing pertinent 

national and international sources. Annex 2 presents a collection of photos and 

screenshots with evidence documenting the persecution of university students.  

 

Excerpt 

 

While the complete English version of “Evidence of a Totalitarian Regime: Human 

Rights Violations in Nicaragua’s Public Universities,” will be released in April 2021, the 

following excerpt contains a preview of the students’ accounts. 

 

Case #5: A Thwarted Dream 

 

Gelmin Francisco Martinez Caballero remembers that when the entrance exam 

results were released, he “was so nervous that I didn’t even want to read [them] 

myself.” The 16-year-old wept with joy when he saw that he had been accepted to the 

National Autonomous University of Nicaragua in León (UNAN León). “I come from a 

family that is poor but has worked hard to help me achieve my goals. When I passed 

the exam- in truth, the rest of my family, except for my parents, my father and my 

mother, did not think that I would pass the exam- it was really very exciting for me.” 



 

In 2016, Gelmin enrolled in a program that would require 6 years of coursework, 1 

year of internship, and 2 years of social service. “Nine years in total for my degree. I 

imagined myself at 25 years old as a doctor, graduating as a doctor, with all that my 

degree would bring me. [I dreamed] not only of the university but of my career, so I did 

my very best,” explains the now 21-year-old Gelmin. 

 

When the protests started in April 2018, Gelmin was in his third year of the program. 

He remembers passing a class with an 83. “It was a very difficult class.” He was 

determined that his sleep deprivation and exhaustion would not be in vain; he needed 

only a week and a half more to complete the second module of coursework. Then 

Gelmin became involved in the protests and the panorama changed…  

 

Most students who had participated in the protests did not immediately return to class 

in 2018 due to safety concerns. Many decided to wait until 2019 to enroll. That’s how 

Gelmin went about it; he tried to register by submitting a pre-enrollment request 

online… When Gelmin attempted to register, however, the system displayed an error 

“and told me to contact the Academic Secretary. I did not do that because I didn’t trust 

him. My family advised me against it, and I didn’t study that year.” He was also denied 

enrollment access during the second semester and summer term. 

 

For his case, professors and university authorities told him to write a letter to the dean 

and the Academic Secretary for the reactivation of his student status in the system. 

University authorities said that since Gelmin had not been actively enrolled for two 

years, the system had automatically deactivated his account. He had been unable to 

enroll in January for that reason- or so they claimed. Gelmin states, “that’s a lie, 

because the only year I was not enrolled was 2019 because they didn’t let me.” 

Nevertheless, the university authorities warned that if he didn’t want this to happen 

next January, he had to submit a request. 

 

“In an attempt to prevent this from happening again, I did a countless number of 

things with the professors and department authorities in February [2020]. They told 

me to write some letters explaining the situation, submitting a formal request to 

reactivate my PIN and my student information. I did that in October 2019.” 

 

“October passed, November came and went, and when December arrived they told 

me that the department was going to address the issue and see if they could approve 

[my enrollment request]. Once that was done, it would be sent directly to the General 

Secretary. But in the end I didn’t receive an answer. I didn’t get a formal response with 



a resolution [saying] ‘This is what you’ll need to do.’ All I got were niceties from the 

department authorities. They didn’t do one thing or another.” 

 

Administrative activities resumed at the university during the first two weeks of 

January 2020. At this time, Gelmin again wrote to the department authorities 

requesting clear instructions on how to proceed. He was told to “write another letter 

addressed to the Academic Vicerector explaining the same thing you’re telling us, 

saying that you’ve already submitted a request and that you want your ID to be 

reactivated so that you can register when the enrollment period begins.” 

 

Gelmin went to campus with a family member to personally deliver the letter to the 

Academic Rector’s office, where it was marked as received. Enrollment would start at 

the beginning of February. Two weeks later, the Academic Rector’s office responded: 

“Please write a letter to the General Secretary [with] these pieces of information. Tell 

him the same thing you’ve said in this letter and deliver it to him.” [...] 

 

While Gelmin waited [for a response to his multiple requests], the online enrollment 

period opened. Since he was unable to register, he again contacted the department 

and the Academic Vicerector conveying his concern that he would be unable to 

register once more if they did not respond to his request. The response was: “Yes 

wait.” Although he repeatedly asked the General Secretary for an appointment, his 

request was never granted. So began the month of March, at which point the 

enrollment period closed without Gelmin having registered for classes. [...] 

 

“Time passed and the Holy Week vacations arrived at the end of March... I made 

several attempts. I had an appointment with the Vicerector and she told me, ‘Look, 

this corresponds to the Secretary.” I scheduled an appointment with [the Secretary], 

the appointment was rescheduled three times, [and] he did not receive me. Instead, 

he told me over the phone in the waiting room, ‘Stop coming here; I’m going to 

respond to the secretary of your department. This is an official procedure and 

students have no part in it.” 

 

During Holy Week, the university was closed for two weeks. “When activities resumed 

they told me, ‘the response will be issued on Thursday, come early.’ I arrived and they 

told me, ‘Look, the answer is that neither we nor they are the ones that address these 

issues, but instead the Academic Vicerector… so I spent almost three months 

bouncing between offices and it ‘wasn’t here, it’s there, it’s not here either, it’s them,’ 

and that’s how they had me.” 

 



That Thursday, they sent him in the direction of the Academic Vicerector. “As I’m 

about to leave [that office], the woman tells me that ‘it is not a good time for the 

request. It is being submitted too late; since we already spent over a month in class, 

the first round of exams was already administered and we cannot accept you.’” 

 

“That excuse was dumb, because they had made me participate in all of the exams 

precisely with the intention of preventing me from failing once they resolved the issue. 

[Just as they had recommended, I had attended classes] so that they wouldn’t tell me 

that they couldn’t help me because I had not come to class.” [...] 

 

Over the next week, Gelmin was received again by the Vicerector in the presence of 

the secretary of his department. The Vicerector told him that the case had been 

reviewed in the Department Council, where they had decided not to permit him to 

return to his program and that he was expelled from the department.  

 

Gelmin remembers asking, “Why are you expelling me? Where is the process against 

me? I wasn’t notified. Where is the resolution reached by my department? Where is 

the answer to the appeal? All of this had to be done before presenting a case to the 

University Council, and what is their reasoning [for expelling me]?” The Vicerector 

justified the decision saying, “Well you already know, your participation in the protests. 

It’s your political stance, and we are very sorry. Get used to the idea that you will not 

continue.” [...] 

 

Gelmin explains that if a professor or student commits a serious offense, a 

commission with members of the Faculty Council and the teaching body is formed to 

evaluate the case. When a case is opened, all parties must be informed- in the case 

of the implicated party, so that he or she can prepare evidence. This is the procedure 

outlined in the statutes. [...] 

 

As far as he knows, at UNAN León, “around August [2018], when everyone returned 

to class, a new kind of student conduct manual was approved. That manual secretly 

created a precedent so that a council could evaluate the situation and behavior of 

some students. It was created especially to evaluate how some students had 

responded in respect to the protests.” Some professors told students “that a special 

commission for discipline, like an unofficial commission, had been formed where all 

the students are being evaluated [in terms of] their participation, especially those who 

had not returned to campus” [...] 

 

To Gelmin’s knowledge, the unofficial discipline commission included political actors 

and certain new employees hired specifically to keep an eye on the university. “What 



the professors told us was that those men were policemen dressed as civilians, or 

members of the CPC (Citizen’s Power Councils)… what I had seen previously were 

fights, kidnappings, beatings as a warning… but I didn’t expect them to expel me. 

Truthfully, many legal procedures had to have been broken in order to do that. In the 

end, they did [so anyway].” [...] 

 

Gelmin says that procedures were violated in his case because “no follow-up was 

given, I was not given the chance to defend myself, and in not allowing due process, a 

disciplinary case will be resolved or at least, as they say, passed directly to the 

University Council and its decision as a maximum authority cannot be appealed.” He 

thinks that his case was decided in the University Council so that he would not 

continue insisting in their offices. 

 

Gelmin never imagined a consequence like the one he was dealt. “In the first days I 

didn’t think about it being a permanent expulsion, that they would throw three years of 

study straight into the trash. I hoped that a disciplinary process would be initiated, for 

which I was totally ready. At the most, I expected them to erase my grades from the 

module I was completing at that moment, because while the disciplinary process was 

underway I couldn’t go to the university, couldn’t take exams, and I would fail the 

module. I hoped for a minor or serious sanction- if you want, to make me repeat a few 

modules- but I didn’t expect them to expel me.” 

 

If Gelmin managed to study now, he would be forced to start from scratch. Although 

he managed to obtain his grades “under the table,” he could only study at UNAN 

Managua. He hasn’t pursued that option because he runs the risk of being denied 

admission there as well. He can’t apply to private universities, either, because the 

study plan at UNAN León is distinct from all other medical schools in the country. At 

other schools, students take six classes per semester along with anatomy; at UNAN 

León, classes are instead offered in eight-week periods with each period 

corresponding to a specific system. 

 

Gelmin had dreamed of becoming a university professor, or at least a student worker 

in the department. Being verbally notified of his permanent expulsion “was devastating 

for me. I entered a deep, pathological depression that I needed help to address.” Even 

today, Gelmin struggles emotionally with the fact that “they threw away three years of 

schooling and five years of my life, because [now] I would be completing my last 

anatomy exam to finish my fifth year.”  

 

 

 


