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Nicaragua: Authorities unleashed a lethal strategy of repression against protesters 
  
Nicaraguan authorities have adopted a strategy of repression, characterized by the excessive use of 
force, possible extrajudicial executions, attempts to control the media, and the use of pro-
government armed groups, to crush protests in which at least 76 people have been killed, Amnesty 
International said in a new report released today. 
  
“The Nicaraguan authorities have turned on their own people in a vicious, sustained and frequently 
lethal assault on their rights to life, freedom of expression and peaceful assembly. The government of 
President Ortega has then shamelessly tried to cover up these atrocities, violating the victims’ rights 
to truth, justice and reparation,” said Erika Guevara-Rosas, Americas Director at Amnesty 
International. 
  
“The state must immediately stop repressing protesters and respect their right to criticize public 
policies. Instead of criminalizing the victims, the authorities must launch a prompt, impartial and 
effective investigation, and, where appropriate, bring charges against all those suspected of 
committing or ordering extrajudicial killings or the excessive use of force and other serious human 
rights violations and crimes under international law.” 
  
The demonstrations, mostly led by students, began on 18 April in response to government reforms 
that hiked worker and employer social security contributions, while cutting benefits. As of 21 May, 
76 people had been killed, 868 injured and 438 arrested amidst the state’s heavy-handed and highly 
coordinated response to the protests. 
  
In Shoot to kill: Nicaragua’s strategy to suppress protest, Amnesty International documents the 
Nicaraguan police’s use of lethal weapons, the large numbers of people injured by firearms, the 
trajectory of shots fired, the concentration of bullet wounds in the head, neck and chest of those 
killed, and apparent attempts to obstruct justice and cover up the nature of the killings. These 
patterns have led the organization to conclude that there is a strong probability that police and pro-
government armed groups committed multiple extrajudicial executions. 
  
In an interview with Amnesty International, Dr. Vilma Núñez, director of the Nicaraguan Centre for 
Human Rights, stated that “the police began firing rubber bullets, but the violence escalated the next 
day. On 19 April there were several deaths. Daniel [Ortega] could have stopped the repression that 
day, but he did not. The next day the police fired live rounds. The order was to kill.” 
  
In one case, on 20 April, Juan Carlos López and Nelson Tellez were both shot in the upper chest while 
walking through Ciudad Sandino, where a protest was taking place. Juan Carlos died in hospital that 
day, while Nelson lived until 2 May. Before he died, Nelson told his wife that he recognized the man 
who shot them both as a member of the national police force who was stationed in Ciudad Sandino, 
although he was wearing civilian clothes at the time. 
  
The strategy for repression appears to have been directed from the highest levels of government. 
President Daniel Ortega and Vice-President Rosario Murillo repeatedly demonized demonstrators 
and denied that people were being killed, while public officials denied victims medical attention, 
mishandled evidence and refused to order autopsies and other forensic examinations. 
  

https://www.amnesty.org/en/documents/amr43/8470/2018/en/


The use of pro-government armed groups, also known as “Sandinista mobs,” has played a key role in 
the suppression of demonstrations, with authorities allowing them to attack protesters, incite 
violence and spread fear among the population, thus bolstering the state’s repressive capacity and its 
ability to deny responsibility for the attacks. 
  
During the first weeks of the crisis, the authorities also violated the public’s right of access to 
information by blocking the transmission of four television networks that were covering the protests. 
A radio station was burned down, at least a dozen journalists were robbed, threatened or attacked, 
and one reporter, Ángel Gahona, was shot dead while broadcasting live in the coastal city of 
Bluefields. 
  
An Amnesty International delegation travelled to Nicaragua from 2 to 13 May to verify reports of 
human rights violations in the cities of Managua, León, Ciudad Sandino and Estelí. Their report is 
based on more than 30 in-depth interviews; 16 cases studies, including nine killings; review of dozens 
of testimonies and documentation by local organizations; technical examination and corroboration of 
video and photographic evidence; and analysis by firearms and munitions experts. 
  
The global human rights organization found that on 20 April at least three public hospitals refused to 
treat people who were gravely injured during the demonstrations, including 15-year-old Álvaro 
Conrado, who was shot while handing out water to protesters. Security guards allegedly denied 
Álvaro access to the Cruz Azul public hospital and he died later that day at the private Bautista 
hospital. Staff there told Amnesty International that he could have survived if he had been treated 
sooner. 
  
The report also documents several cases in which authorities blocked the autopsies of people killed 
in the protests, and conditioned the release of their bodies on relatives signing waivers affirming that 
they would not file complaints. Several families of victims said police threatened and harassed them 
to dissuade them from speaking out or pressing charges. 
  
“The authorities’ remorseless treatment of the victims and their families makes clear their contempt 
for those who dare to stand up to them. But despite the government’s cruel and calculated efforts to 
suppress dissent, the brave people of Nicaragua have shown that they will not be silenced,” said 
Erika Guevara-Rosas. 
  
Amnesty International calls on President Ortega, as head of state and supreme chief of the national 
police force, to put an immediate end to the violent repression of demonstrators, the intimidation 
and harassment of victims’ families, and the stigmatization of protesters. 
  
The Nicaraguan authorities should also allow the establishment of a commission of independent 
experts to guarantee a prompt, independent and exhaustive investigation into possible extrajudicial 
executions and other human rights violations, including those allegedly committed by pro-
government armed groups. 
  
Press materials, including photos, video and infographics are available for download 
here: https://amnesty.app.box.com/s/hwnhhbiiq3wh5uv79owrto9w9hqzav5x 
  
For more information or to arrange an interview, contact: 
Carlos Mendoza +52 (1) 55 4145 7003, carlos.mendoza@amnesty.org 
Duncan Tucker +52 (1) 55 4848 8266, duncan.tucker@amnesty.org 
  
Read more: 
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