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In the context of decentralization and democratization increasingly attention has been given in Latin 
America to ways in which the population can further contribute to the political decision-making 
process, particularly that of municipal governments. This has led to the introduction of various forms 
of ‘direct democracy’ all over Latin America that aim to deepen the existing forms of representative 
democracy. Citizen participation is a form in which citizens can influence the decision-making process 
in a structural way. In various countries laws have been approved to arrange citizen participation; 
one of those countries is Nicaragua. In Nicaragua citizen participation was legally organized for the 
first time through the ‘Ley de Participación Ciudadana’ of 2003 that offered citizens various forms of 
political participation. Recently, in 2007, newly elected president Daniel Ortega introduced a new 
form of citizen participation through presidential decree; the ‘Consejos del Poder Ciudadano’ 
(CPC’s). This has caused the existing power relations between citizens and the government to change 
and to be re-negotiated on the local level. 
 
This thesis is a case study of citizen participation in the municipality of León. It describes and 
analyzes forms of citizen participation in an effort to find out to what extent they empower citizens in 
León and contribute to the democratic character of local governance. 

 
 
Introduction  
The past twenty-five years there have been various initiatives in Latin America to develop and 
deepen democracy by increasing citizen’s influence on the government’s decision-making 
processes. These initiatives can be placed in the context of the proclaimed existence of ‘waves 
of democratization’, a concept that derives from the ideas of Huntington2. In the history of 
democracy Huntington distinguishes three successive waves that contributed to the 
development of democracy on a global level. Each of these waves has been followed by a 
reverse wave, or temporary fall back, before being followed by the next. The general opinion 
of authors on this theme is that from the 1980’s onwards Latin America has experienced the 
results of the third wave of democratization. Discussion, however, exists concerning the 
question whether the third wave still continues to date or has come to a stop. 

In Latin America the process of democratization has coincided with a new period of 
liberalism, generally referred to as neoliberalism. Typically, neoliberalism has had its effects 
on the economic policy of Latin American countries, but it also initiated political reform and 
reform of the state apparatus. Although reform has generally meant that citizens obtained 
democratic rights, such as the right to vote, Paley warns for the simultaneous increase of 
technocracy and the formation of elite or professional ‘policy networks’3 that may shift an 
important part of the decision-making power away from the democratic domain.  
                                                 
1 This thesis is written as the completion of the international master study Latin American and Caribbean Studies 
at Utrecht University, The Netherlands 
2 Huntington (1991), see also Abers (2000), Avritzer (2002), Barnes (1998), Diamond (1999), McDonough, Shin 
& Álvaro Moisés (1998) and Meyers & Dietz (2002) 
3 Teichman (2001), 44-64 and Galagher, Laver & Mair (2001), 415 
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Reform connected to neoliberalism usually aims at reducing state expenditure by 
decreasing the size of the central state apparatus. This can be done through decentralization, 
privatization, and deconcentration.4 Especially decentralization is a relevant process for this 
research since it transfers political power, executive responsibilities and government funds to 
local state institutions – such as municipalities – so that the quality of local governance can be 
improved. In contrast, privatization transfers power to the marketplace and deconcentration 
only transfers executive responsibilities to the local level without any decision-making power.  

Connected to the ‘market approach’ of neoliberalism, citizens were increasingly 
perceived as the consumers of public services (citizen-consumers5). This notion attributes the 
power to citizens to make demands from their municipal government and to choose another 
producer of public services if they are not satisfied. In such a consumer-producer 
interdependency citizens hold the power to influence the local government – referred to by 
Corrales as ‘bargaining leverage’6 – and hold it accountable for its actions. A general point of 
critique on decentralization, nevertheless, is that in practice autonomous jurisdiction and 
resource allocation to the local level are not always sufficiently established, as such turning 
decentralization into a form of democratic façade. Critics on decentralization additionally 
mention the loss of sovereignty and control of the central government, possible inequalities 
between regions, the formation of local ‘authoritarian enclaves’7, and the loss of ‘economy of 
scale’ making the whole of de-central governmental entities more expensive than one central 
government would be. 
 
The process of decentralization in Latin America was not only supported by neoliberals. From 
the 1990’s onwards the political ‘new left’8 has aimed at introducing ‘progressive alternatives 
to neoliberalism’9, especially focused on a more equitable division of state funds. Chavez also 
refers to this left movement as the post-authoritarian left, a movement that wants citizens to 
engage in power rather than being a victim of it. 10 The new left emphasized the importance of 
the municipal level for democratization of Latin American states from the bottom-up. The 
municipal level is the principal level where popular movements meet with the government 
and contribute to democratization. So while neoliberals supported decentralization as a way to 
get rid of a big central state apparatus and empower citizens in their role as consumers, the 
new left supported decentralization for its supposed deepening of democracy through the 
mobilization of citizens and their participation in local political processes. As Castañeda 
stresses, ‘Making the democracy in the [Latin American] region more sensitive and less 
formal is a task that cannot be limited to the strengthening of civil society and the 
development of new forms of political expression. It also implicates a thorough reform of 
legitimate democratic institutions, making them more responsible, meaningful and 
representative.’11 The new left, therefore, has ‘championed [decentralization] as the route to 
greater accountability and transparency in governance, an avenue towards increased 
participation by ethnic minorities and social groups excluded under semidemocratic or 
authoritarian rule.’12 From this point of view, democratization offers a way for citizens to 
participate and, so, more equally distribute government funds and fight poverty and 
inequality. This argument is supported by Koonings, who characterizes the strengthening of 

                                                 
4 García-Guadilla & Pérez (2002), 93, see also Córdova Macías & Ortega Hegg (1997), 85-87 
5 Paley (2001), 5 
6 Corrales (2001), 83 
7 Diamond (1999), 133 
8 Bethell (2007), 14 in Arnson & Perales (2007), also see Chavez (2004) chapter 3 
9 Goldfrank & Schneider (2006), 1 
10 Chavez (2004), 59 
11 Castañeda (1995), 442 
12 Willis, Garman & Haggard (1999), 7 
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citizenship as ‘a banner for improving democracy and using it to empower and benefit the 
poor and excluded popular masses.’13  

The new left observes local communities as an important source of information that 
can contribute to the quality of governance. Local communities ‘know better the prevailing 
local conditions (such as who is poor and deserves to be helped, or the characteristics of the 
local micro-environment), and they are better able to monitor the activities related to 
interventions and to mitigate incentive problems.’14 Typically, the cooperation between 
(local) governments and citizens is referred to in terms of ‘co-governance’15. In this context 
Baiocchi provides us with an additional reason why both neoliberals and the new left support 
citizen participation. Namely, that it contributes to the transparency of decision-making 
processes and of the local bureaucracy and for that reason helps ‘managing the capitalist city 
without corruption’16 
 
The above described interrelated processes in Latin America of decentralization and 
democratization have led to political reforms in various countries assigning local decision-
making power to the inhabitants of municipalities. A well documented case is that of Brazil 
where through the institutional framework of the 1988 constitution cities such as Porto Alegre 
(in 1989) and Belo Horizonte (in 1993) have created a form of citizen participation called 
participatory budgeting. In those cities a popularly elected representation of citizens was 
allowed to prioritize a part of the municipal budget and also plenary sessions were organized 
in which citizens could express their opinions and formulate their demands. A weighing 
system was developed based on the size of the population and the poverty as to realize a more 
‘equitable service delivery’17 over the geographical areas of the city. 

Other examples of citizen participation can be found in countries such as Bolivia, 
through the Ley de Participación Popular in 1994, in Mexico, through the Ley de 
Participación Ciudadana in 199818, as well as in cities such as Montevideo, Caracas, and 
Santiago de Chile. Although the various forms of citizen participation were introduced under 
very different circumstances, they both were connected to processes of decentralization (of 
power and budgets) and both included territorially based representation structures that 
cooperated with and / or supervised the local government. 

Nicaragua is usually not mentioned extensively in contemporary literature considering 
citizen participation. Nevertheless, also in Nicaragua forms of citizen participation have come 
to exist. Initially citizen mobilization took place under the influence of the Frente Sandinista 
de Liberación Nacional (FSLN) just before and especially after the 1979 revolution. This has 
led to the creation of the Comités de Defensa Sandinista (CDS). Later on – especially when 
the FSLN lost the presidency in 1990 – participatory structures had to reinvent themselves in 
a way that was more independent from the government and the FSLN political party. They 
succeeded in this with help from the Sandinista NGO called Movimiento Comunal 
Nicaraguënse (MCN). In 2003, under the presidency of liberal Enrique Bolaños, citizen 
participation was finally legally (re-)arranged through the Ley de Participación Ciudadana. 

After winning the November 2006 presidential elections, FSLN candidate – and ex-
president – Daniel Ortega reassumed office. As promised in his political campaign he aimed 
at expanding citizen power under the slogan ‘El Pueblo Presidente’ 19. Unable to reorganize 

                                                 
13 Koonings (2004), 83 
14 Platteau & Abraham (2002), 105 
15 Ward & Rodriguez (1999), 674 
16 Baiocchi (2003), 208 
17 De Wit (2000), 24, also see Avritzer (2002) and Koonings (2004) 
18 Also see Nijenhuis (2002) and Harbers (2007) 
19 Website ‘El Pueblo Presidente’, 17-06-2008 
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citizen participation by law because of a fierce political opposition, Ortega decided to 
introduce a new form of citizen participation by presidential decree, called Consejos del 
Poder Ciudadano (CPC’s), in November 2007. As I will describe more extensively in a 
following section of this thesis, the introduction of the CPC’s has led to heated political 
debate. 
 
Within this context of existing forms of citizen participation and the introduction of a new 
form, I conducted my field research in León, Nicaragua from February to May 2008. The 
reason that I chose to focus on the municipal level is because it is positioned close to the 
grassroots level – at which citizen mobilization begins – and because the municipal 
government has an autonomous decision-making process. Since I had a limited amount of 
time to conduct this research it was more feasible to restrict myself to a specific geographical 
area. León was a relevant municipality for this research because traditionally it has been one 
of the main Sandinista strongholds in Nicaragua. For that reason it also seemed likely that 
León would be one of the first places in Nicaragua where the FSLN would introduce the 
CPC’s.  

The objective of my research was to find out to what extent forms of citizen 
participation empower the population and influence the democratic character of local 
governance in León. In order to achieve this, I first looked at the organization of the 
legislative and executive powers of the municipality as well as at the local bureaucracy. Then 
I focused on the existing forms of citizen participation and the opinions on it by a variety of 
actors that are involved in the decision-making process. The obtained information was used 
for an analysis focusing on degrees of empowerment of citizens and the relation with 
democratic governance in León. 

My field research can perhaps be best described as a qualitative micro-level case 
study, a description that has various elements in it. First of all the qualitative element is a 
result of the type of in-depth information I needed to be able to answer my research 
question(s). Following, the focus of this research was on one single municipality in Nicaragua 
– a specific field of orientation – and therefore this research has micro-level character. The 
limitation to the political phenomenon of citizen participation, finally, makes this research a 
case study.  

The in-depth analysis of one specific case allowed me to conduct a thorough 
investigation and contact sufficient informants to talk intensely and openly on the specific 
theme. ‘One of the benefits of in-depth analysis of a single case is that it allows us not only to 
identify the factors that are present in a successful or unsuccessful policy situation but also to 
explore how those factors relate to one another.’20 

The potential research population for this research was quite large, possibly the whole 
population of León. For the feasibility of the research I decided to limit myself to certain key-
actors such as municipal officials, politicians, community leaders, and, additionally – though 
on a smaller scale – also representatives of NGO’s and sister city organizations. By focussing 
on this research population, the information I obtained was still quite representative for the 
whole of León. Also do community leaders know a lot about the opinions and experiences of 
their constituency, so interviewing them was like indirectly interviewing the whole 
community. The list of the actual research population can be found in the annex. 

The most important methods used during the course of my field research were in-
depth interviews, informal conversations, participant observations, and document analysis 
(mainly of laws). While especially the interviews and document analysis provided me with 
the greater part of qualitative information, the informal conversations and participants 

                                                 
20 Abers (2000), 229 
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observations provided me with some useful illustrations. Especially the informal 
conversations served as a ‘social lubricant’ and a way to build a social network of relevant 
actors who made it possible to get introduced to other relevant actors. 
 
The following sections of this thesis can roughly be categorized in three parts. First of all, I 
will discuss some relevant theories concerning democratic governance and citizen 
participation. This will serve as a theoretical framework to contextualize and better 
understand the case of León. Secondly, I will present the information I obtained during the 
field research in the municipality of León. I will start with a description of the organization of 
the legislative and executive powers of the municipality. Following, after discussing the legal 
context in which participation takes place, I will discuss the existing forms and instruments of 
citizen participation that I encountered. Finally, the case of León will be analyzed based on 
the theoretical framework and conclusions will be drawn.  
 
Democratic governance 
A democratic state is internally organized through the constitution and a wide variety of laws. 
Burkens, Kummeling, Vermeulen & Widdershoven state that the degree of acceptance by 
citizens of government policy depends on the two most important principles of the 
constitutional establishment; ‘rechtsstaat’ and democracy21. Also Linz refers to the term 
‘rechtsstaat’ which is a Dutch and German word that refers to ‘“a state bound by law and 
excluding arbitrary decisions not based on rules,” of which democracy, while not synonymous 
with it, is an important foundation.’22 In fact, a state is equally limited by the law as it derives 
its practise of power from judicial authority. This is called the legality principle. To give form 
to such an institutionally balanced state, the three base responsibilities of the state need to be 
separated and be able to function in an autonomous way. This is what Montesquieu referred to 
with the term ‘trias politica’, the separation of the legislative, executive and judicial power. 
Although in this research the separation of powers is not the key theme, it can be observed as 
a premise for the quality of democratic governance since it aims to guarantee compliance to 
basic institutions such as the rule of law and human rights.  

The Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) gives us an 
interesting conceptualization of governance that fits into the concept of the separation of the 
legislative and executive powers. ‘It is often useful to distinguish between three aspects of 
governance: the form of political regime; the process by which authority is exercised in the 
management of a country’s economic and social resources; and the capacity of government to 
formulate and implement policies and discharge government functions.’23 Dowbor24 
elaborates on this; first of all by stressing the importance of having the correct priorities (what 
do we do?). This consists for example of choosing between the effectiveness of contesting 
problems or preventing them, as well as choosing which problems to combat more 
extensively than others while on a limited budget. Secondly, and also of great importance, is 
the efficiency by which implementation is carried out (how do we do it?). Dowbor 
specifically focuses on the usage of potentially available (human) resources or other 
possibilities. Very much connected to both is the correct timing of policy implementation 
(when do we do it?). Prioritizing (what/when?) is usually part of the political decision-making 
process of the legislature, while practical implementation – and its technical aspects (how?) – 
is usually the task of the executive power. 

                                                 
21 Burkens, Kummeling, Vermeulen & Widdershoven (2001), 9 
22 Linz (1993), 355-369 in Diamond (1999), 90 
23 OECD (1995), 14 
24 Dowbor (1998) 
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Franck, focussing on the quality of legislative activities, perceives democracy as a means to 
accomplish good governance through the legitimacy and representativeness of the legislator. 
He points out that power alone is not a sufficient base to govern a territory. ‘Law needs to 
secure the habitual, voluntary compliance of its subjects; it cannot rely entirely, or even 
primarily, upon the commanding power of a sovereign to compel obedience.’25 Franck 
stresses the importance of strong democratic institutions to be able to secure a high degree of 
public acceptance – or consent26 – of the governing process. His argument is in line with 
Ward & Rodriguez, who focus on transparency in elections and the policy-making process, 
especially when this considers financial or fiscal policy. Supplementary Ward & Rodriguez 
argue that, according to them, democratic governance is accomplished through a real 
willingness of those in power to open up the decision-making process to third parties 
(political parties or other actors). The idea is that the sharing of power – which they refer to as 
‘co-governance’27 – opens up possibilities of horizontal accountability through different 
checks and balances. Transparency and accountability, therefore, contribute to the prevention 
of corruption and other malpractices. 

Like authors such as Franck and Ward & Rodriguez, also De Wit sees further 
democratization as an important way of improving governance in developing countries. In 
fact De Wit sums up a list of characteristics of good governance in which various aspects of 
both democratic decision-making processes and the legality principle take a place. The 
mentioned characteristics are: ‘democracy (especially multi-party democracy), respect for and 
enforcement of human rights and the rule of law, efficiency, accountability and transparency 
in governance and public administration, parliamentary control, open and free media, equity, 
and modest levels of military spending. Besides, good governance is associated with popular 
participation and a strong and active civil society.’28 De Wit speaks of participatory 
governance as a way to link forms of citizen participation with the government by 
establishing partnerships and ‘partnership bodies’29 for cooperation in decision-making on a 
structural basis. Through this way citizens are further empowered and can pressure 
governments to improve policy from the bottom up. Critically important in this context, 
however, is also the attitude of the government towards processes of citizen participation; do 
they support them, manipulate them, or maybe even dominate them? Only in the first case can 
citizen participation lead to any actual improvements of the democratic character of local 
governance. 

De Wit places democratization in a context of de-centralization and primarily focuses 
on local – municipal – governance. He states that the key institution on the local level is the 
municipality. The municipal government is ‘strategically placed between communities and 
local business on the one hand, and higher levels of government on the other.’30 He states that 
especially in developing countries, the local government is generally perceived to be weak 
due to various problems. As main factors contributing to this weakness De Wit mentions the 
lack – or very limited presence – of financial and human resources, the lack of coherent policy 
frameworks, a fragmented decision-making process, and a lack of skills among civil servants. 
Additionally he mentions the fact that local governments in developing countries often try to 
achieve tangible – or physical – policy targets and are often characterized by ‘informal 
patterns of communication and decision making’.31 Although De Wit identifies multiple 

                                                 
25 Franck (1992), 48 
26 OECD (1995), 6 
27 Ward & Rodriguez (1999), 674 
28 De Wit (2000), 4 
29 De Wit (2000), 9 
30 De Wit (2000), 10 
31 De Wit (2000), 10 - 11 
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points for the improvement of local governments, he also acknowledges its important role in 
local development and the political inclusion of citizens. 
 
The figure below shows a visualization of the concept of democratic governance. 
 

 
 
Figure 1: Democratic governance conceptualized 
 
 
The legislative power: representation and participation 
Different forms of democratic activity can be organized in two different archetypical 
categories of democracy; direct and indirect democracy. Usually forms of direct democracy 
are perceived as instruments to deepen an already existing – indirect – democracy. Barczak 
states that direct democracy ‘exists alongside the institutional structure established for 
representative democracy’ and is often a reaction to the malfunctioning of or disappointment 
in the institutions of representative democracy (political parties and legislative bodies)32. For 
this reason I will start my description with indirect democracy to continue with direct 
democracy afterwards. 

Representation is an important base of democracy since it is impossible to always 
involve every single citizen in the decision-making process. Nor is there, or has there ever 
been ‘in the modern world of nation-states a perfect democracy, one in which government is 
completely or almost completely responsive to all citizens.’33 Therefore, ‘representative 
democracy relies on the use of popularly elected representatives to make decisions on behalf 
of constituents.’34 Authors such as Diamond and Huber, Reuschemeyer & Stephen distinguish 
between basic conditions for democracy and several aspects that can – or must – further 
contribute to the quality of that democracy. Generally they begin with regular free elections 
that are fair, competitive, based on universal suffrage, and allow citizens to choose between 
various representative parties. 35 Diamond refers to this as an electoral democracy. Once this 
narrow concept is broadened with (horizontal) state accountability, the presence of separation 
of powers, freedom of expression, protection against arbitrary state action (legality principle) 
and political pluralism, Diamond speaks of a liberal democracy. 

                                                 
32 Barczak (2001), 38 
33 Diamond (1999), 18 
34 Barczak (2001), 37 
35 Huber, Reuschemeyer & Stephen (1997), 323 and Diamond (1999), 10 
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In Latin America the third wave of democratization has led to increased levels of 
electoral democracy, something that has been measured through an electoral democracy index 
(EDI)36. Although this index only measures some specific – and thus limited – factors, it 
clearly shows an increase in free and fair elections in the whole of Latin America. While on a 
global level one may wonder whether or not a third reverse wave is coming or perhaps has yet 
occurred (in the Balkan, in parts of Africa, or generally after ‘9/11’) 37, in Latin America it 
seems likely that a period of relative stability has been reached38. Perhaps the process of 
democratization has lost some of its earlier momentum; nevertheless, there are still ways in 
which Latin American democracies can be further developed and improved. The current 
process of democratization is mainly focused on the further development of (legal) 
institutions and the cooperation of the government with the political periphery, including 
citizens39. The democratization process is aimed at enhancing the legal and political 
accountability as well as political legitimacy of Latin American governments. Forms of direct 
democracy play an important part in contemporary Latin American politics to reach this. The 
UNDP refers to this as the creation of a citizenship democracy40. 
 
As mentioned above, forms of direct democracy can be seen as a further expansion or 
deepening of representational – or indirect – democracy. This can especially be useful to 
legitimize government policy in a situation where popular trust in state-competences and the 
functioning of the democracy are at a low level. One should be warned, though, that 
sometimes authoritarian regimes use these kinds of democratic instruments solely to uphold 
an image of democracy. In such cases Diamond speaks of ‘pseudo-democracy’ or ‘restricted 
democracy’ 41. It is important to distinguish such forms of image-building ‘democratic’ 
instruments from actual power conferring forms of direct democracy.  

Barczak distinguishes four different forms of direct democracy42. First of all she 
mentions the consulta popular, the consultation of citizens by the government. Depending on 
the constitution, such a consultation can be convoked by the executive or legislative branch of 
the government and can be either informal or binding. Following, Barczak speaks of popular 
initiatives or ‘iniciativas’ as a way for citizens – or civil organizations – to submit proposals 
directly to the legislature without a wide(r) consultation of the constituency. In other words, if 
a group of citizens successfully passes the quantitative threshold for an iniciativa, their 
proposal is voted on by the legislature. A popular initiative differs from the consulta popular 
in that the latter consists of a government proposal which is voted on by citizens, while the 
former is a citizen proposal voted on by the legislature. Additionally Barczak mentions the 
recall authority over elected officials and the revocation of laws (within a predetermined 
amount of time) that have already been approved by the legislature. The last two forms 
mentioned, though, are not very common phenomena in Latin America. 

The forms of direct democracy mentioned by Barczak have an incidental character 
while other forms of direct democracy – summarized under the caption of citizen participation 
– usually have a more structural character. This is realized through institutionalized 
(structural) participation by citizens in the decision-making process and government action. 
Also Adams stresses the importance of the availability of multiple channels for citizens to 
express their interests towards the government, supplementary to the existence of elections43. 
                                                 
36 UNDP (2005) 78-84 and Cameron (2007), 12-15 
37 Also see Meyers & Dietz (2002), 8-10 
38 Diamond (1999), 61-63 
39 Avritzer (2002), 104-106 and Cameron (2007), 15 
40 UNDP (2005), 54 
41 Diamond (1999), 15-16 
42 Barczak (2001), 43-44 
43 Adams (2003), 133 
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In a following chapter different ways of citizen participation will be described more 
extensively. To summarize the phenomenon one could state that it does ‘not limit political 
participation to voting but includes all forms of politically relevant mobilization as well as the 
effective translation of citizens’ demands into the political process via institutional channels 
(…).’44 
 
An overview of the given conceptualization of democracy is shown underneath. 
 

 
 
Figure 2: Conceptualization of democracy 
 
 
The effects of structural direct democracy 
Abers states that ‘involving citizens in policy-making and implementation will make for the 
more effective achievement of policy goals.’45 This is realized by including local information 
and knowledge into the official decision-making process and by creating a sense of problem-
ownership by citizens. Additionally, both Abers and Diamond46 mention the educational 
aspects of citizen participation. Here they refer to the development of democratic skills, 
organizing capabilities, and knowledge of (constitutional) rights. Also would it raise 
awareness among citizens – make them conscious of issues of other citizens or communities 
in comparison with only their individual issues – and create understanding for political 
compromises.  Some additional positive comments on participation focus on the increased 
responsiveness of the government towards citizens, the stronger government accountability 
through better checks and balances, and the higher sense of representation of different 
community groups (because the barrier to become politically active is lower). 

Several authors also mention the possible negative effects of citizen participation on 
the democratic character of the local government. First of all, direct democracy has been 
accused of undermining and weakening the legislature that supposedly already represents 
popular interests, causing a loss of sovereignty and control. The government might not be able 

                                                 
44 Huber, Reuschemeyer & Stephen (1997), 326 
45 Abers (2000), 5 
46 Diamond (1999) 
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anymore to guarantee basic qualitative standards47 and thus actually becomes less 
accountable. This seems quite paradoxical since direct democracy is also claimed to 
strengthen representative democracy. ‘The emergence of direct democracy [thus] may be both 
an indicator of and a cause behind weak representative institutions.’48 García-Guadilla & 
Pérez stress that citizen participation and forms of self-organization should not be alternatives 
to state action. Citizens should watch out for cooptation; becoming so integrated into the 
government, that it becomes difficult to distinguish between citizen participants and 
government officials. 

Other critics focus on the loss of efficiency in the decision-making process due to 
citizen participation. They argue that it reduces the governability of a territory because the 
decision-making process is more time-consuming and expensive. Burkens, Kummeling, 
Vermeulen & Widdershoven mention the limitations on representation since possibilities to 
participate often tend to attract the same kind of people (relatively well educated males)49. 
Abers refers to this as elite participation50; in which only citizens with a relatively good socio-
economic status participate. If only a fraction of society participates, participation makes the 
democracy less representative in stead of more. Finally, some possible disadvantages of 
citizen participation are peer pressure (preventing citizens to express themselves the way they 
want51) and free-riding (citizens benefiting from other peoples’ participation without agreeing 
to participate themselves). 
 
Participation: degrees of citizen empowerment 
The UNDP defines empowerment as ‘the process of transforming existing power relations 
and of gaining greater control over the sources of power.’52 Their study of citizen 
empowerment in Nepal mentions four critical elements of empowerment, namely: inclusion / 
participation, access to information, accountability, and local organizational capacity. The 
objective of empowerment is to realize an increased citizen representation in decision-making 
processes and to ‘demand accountability from public servants and the private sector bodies 
entrusted with public resources.’53 In the case of Latin America participation in decision-
making processes is also mentioned as a way to deepen democracy by conferring power to 
citizens and thereby improving the quality of local governance. The extent to which 
participation actually empowers citizens, however, differs ‘according to who is invited to 
participate, the tasks the participants are engaged in, and the decision-making power that 
participants have.’54 Based on such variables, authors on citizen participation usually try to 
‘catch’ the phenomenon in a scale. These scales typically show a typology of various forms of 
participation in order from less to more empowering. 

A classic typology that is often referred to is that of Arnstein55, who writes about a 
‘ladder’ of citizen participation. Many authors define their own typology, often based on the 
ladder of Arnstein. An example of an ‘alternative’ typology is presented by Pretty56. Although 
that typology shows some important similarities to that of Arnstein, it also gives us some 
interesting additional information. For that reason I will discuss both typologies, using the 
ladder of Arnstein as point of departure. Both typologies are demonstrated below in the form 

                                                 
47 García-Guadilla & Pérez (2002), 95 
48 Barczak (2001), 39 
49 Burkens, Kummeling, Vermeulen & Widdershoven (2001), 257-274 
50 Abers (2000), 8-10 
51 Diamond (1999), 132-138 
52 UNDP (2004), 12 
53 UNDP (2004), 13 
54 Abers (2000), 6 
55 Arnstein (1969) 
56 Pretty (1995) 
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of a ladder, whereby the highest step refers to the supposed highest level of citizen 
empowerment. 
 

 
 
Figure 3: Arnstein, Figure 4: Pretty, 
Eight rungs on a ladder Typology of participation57 
of citizen participation58 
 
 
The ladder of citizen participation offered by Arnstein shows us a ladder of eight degrees of 
citizen empowerment divided into three groups; non participation, degrees of tokenism, and 
degrees of citizen power. These groups will be described underneath. Following, the additions 
that the typology of Pretty offers will be discussed, resulting – finally – in an overview of 
variables that influence (the degree of) citizen empowerment. 

Non participation consists of manipulation and therapy, degrees of citizen 
participation that do not confer any political power to citizens. Arnstein describes 
manipulation as a way in which the government uses citizens as a ‘public relation vehicle’59 
to project an image of participatory governance and so legitimize decisions without actually 
involving citizens in the decision-making process. Any existing forms of citizen participation 
are under strong government influence (co-opted) and cannot make an independent stand 
against the government. Therapy does not involve citizens in the decision-making process 
either. In this instance citizens are involved by the government with the objective to change 
their opinions or behaviour. This form of participation is characterized by the extensiveness of 
its activities and the absence of citizen-input. 

Degrees of tokenism are informing, consultation and placation. Tokenism is a term 
usually used in relation to books or movies to describe certain characters that exist only to 
comply with what is normal, desirable or politically correct. In the context of citizen 
participation it can be seen as the partial inclusion of certain societal groups to create a (false) 
appearance of participation as to legitimize government policy. Informing is characterized by 
a ‘one-way flow of information’60 towards citizens without giving them a possibility to 
respond or object, for example by providing the information in a late stage. In some cases the 
                                                 
57 Based on a typology made by Pretty (1995) and Pretty & Hine (1999) as published in Mowforth & Munt 
(2003), 215-217 
58 Copied from Arnstein (1969), 217 
59 Arnstein (1969), 218 
60 Arnstein (1969), 219 
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information is specifically designed to create vagueness or confusion so that citizens will not 
contest the government. Consultation allows for a two-way flow of information, typically 
through government questionnaires seeking insight in citizens’ opinions and needs. Poster 
refers to this phenomenon as ‘participatory surveillance’61 as to emphasize the dominant part 
that the investigating party plays in such a research. Arnstein refers to it as a ‘window-
dressing ritual’62 in which there is no guarantee that the government will actually use the 
obtained information. Placation refers to soothing or calming down citizens without actually 
giving them what they want. Typically, some handpicked citizens are included in a 
government committee or board, but in such small numbers that they do not have any actual 
influence. Because they are handpicked, they do not have the support from a constituency 
within the citizenry. Sometimes also ambiguousness exists over participants’ rights and 
responsibilities, altogether resulting into political isolation and no empowerment.  

The degrees of citizen power are called partnership, delegated power and citizen 
control. In a situation of partnership citizens cooperate with government officials in a 
government committee or board as well, but here power is renegotiated so that equality is 
created and decision-making is a joint effort. Citizens have a certain bargaining leverage with 
the government and are capable of enforcing certain demands. Participants are voted into the 
committee by their fellow citizens and held accountable for their actions. Sometimes 
participants even receive a small compensation for their time-consuming efforts, therefore 
further securing the attendance of professional and capable citizens. If the number of citizens 
on such a committee increases to the majority of seats and accountability is further 
intensified, Arnstein speaks of delegated power. Usually this degree of citizen empowerment 
also includes the assignment of budgets to be prioritized by citizens, although the city council 
can normally still veto citizens’ expenditure proposals. The highest step on the ladder of 
Arnstein is called citizen control and ‘guarantees that participants or residents can govern a 
program or an institution, be in full charge of policy and managerial aspects, and be able to 
negotiate the conditions under which “outsiders” may change them.’63 The main difference 
with delegated power is the removal of interference of intermediaries, such as the city council. 
In this instance citizens are fully empowered and have direct – and sovereign – control.  
 
As mentioned earlier, the typology of Pretty has some strong similarities to that of Arnstein 
and will, therefore, not be discussed that extensively. Particularly two types of citizen 
participation of the typology of Pretty offer additional information considering variables that 
lead to democratic empowerment of citizens. These are called bought participation and 
functional participation. Bought participation refers to a situation in which ‘people participate 
in return for food, cash or other material incentives’64 and would perhaps not be interested in 
participating without any kind of compensation. If a government is willing to reward 
participants one should also ask why the government sets such great store by citizen 
participation. Do they want citizens to participate for the ‘right’ reasons? Functional 
participation is presented by Pretty as a way for the government to reduce costs or achieve 
goals without even being involved in the execution of projects at all. The local government 
makes citizens (partly) responsible for the execution of plans without granting them any form 
of influence on the decision-making process. Also Paley65 writes about this form of 
‘participation’ and describes how government officials in Chile preferred to use it for poor or 

                                                 
61 Poster (1990), 93 in Paley (2001), 134 
62 Arnstein (1969), 219 
63 Arnstein (1969), 223 
64 Mowforth & Munt (2003), 215, based on Pretty (1995) and Pretty & Hine (1999) 
65 Paley (2001) 
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badly educated citizens, while participation in policy-making was reserved for citizens with 
better education and a better socio-economic background. 

The strongest degrees of citizen empowerment of both Arnstein and Pretty focus that 
much on the independent character of organizing by citizens that one could ask the question if 
this should still be called citizen participation. I define citizen participation as a way for 
citizens to structurally and democratically influence the government’s decision-making 
process. On the highest steps of both ladders, however, citizens take over so much power and 
responsibilities from the government that they can be seen as forms of self-governance in 
which the government becomes more or less obsolete. 
 
Characterizing variables for citizen participation 
Based on the discussed typologies, I can now distinguish the variables that – according to 
Arnstein and Pretty – characterize citizen participation. Before doing this, though, I want to 
add one element that those authors do not mention in their descriptions; the institutional 
character of participation. Harbers describes the importance of institutionalization as a way to 
regulate the pattern(s) of interaction between relevant actors and make the process of 
participation more predictable, especially to citizens.66 Also does institutionalization 
determine the legal character of participation and, following, the rights that citizens derive 
from participatory processes. 

Underneath I demonstrate the characterizing variables for citizen participation in an 
overview, presented as opposites of one another. In fact, the left row consists of elements that 
increase the political empowerment of citizens while the right row consists of elements that 
realize a decrease in empowerment. Note that several variables – even though they emphasize 
different aspects – are interrelated. I prefer an overview of variables to typologies in the form 
of a ladder because I do not expect that it is possible to exactly ‘catch’ each individual case of 
citizen participation in one of the steps of the mentioned ladders. In fact, I think it’s more 
likely that different forms of citizen participation will (partly) contain the characteristics of 
various steps. 
 

 
 
Figure 5: Characterizing variables for citizen participation 
 
The first variable in the overview refers to the accountability of participants. If participants 
are elected by a constituency they can count on a certain degree of popular backing. This 
increases their bargaining leverage in relation to the government and prevents them from 
becoming politically isolated. The motivation for citizens to participate subsequently 
determines the personal commitment they have to represent citizens’ interests in the decision-
making process. Motivation can be based on ideology or financial gain, and only the former 
contributes to the quality of participatory governance. 

The next variable is the difference between passive and active participation, indicating 
whether citizens have influence on the decision-making process or are solely involved in the 
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executive part of government plans or projects. Continuing, there is the variable of 
information sharing between government and citizens, which can be channelled either through 
a one-way flow or a two-way flow. This variable distinguishes between situations in which 
governments solely inform citizens on their decisions and situation in which citizens are 
allowed to react and give their opinion before an actual decision is made. The related 
following variable looks at the extent to which the government subsequently uses the 
information they obtain from citizens in their considerations and whether this use can be 
guaranteed. If there is no such guarantee, citizen consultation can be seen as a flow of 
information free of obligations. 

The variable of control over resources mainly looks at the power that citizens have 
over (a part of) the government’s budget. The situation in which citizens are allowed to 
participate in the decision-making processes of a certain government committee or board that 
has no resources, is referred to by Paley as a ‘paradox of participation’67. This refers to having 
decision-making power over an empty wallet, a situation in which participants cannot achieve 
anything for their constituency. The final variable mentioned in the overview above is the 
institutional character of participation. This refers to the question in which degree citizens 
depend on the willingness of their government to participate or can legally force the 
government to allow citizen’s influence. 
 
Citizen participation in Latin America and the case of León 
Resulting from the discussion considering decentralization and democratization, citizen 
participation seems to be accepted and integrated in mainstream politics in the Latin 
American region as well as world wide. As Chavez emphasizes, ‘participation is no longer a 
matter of ideological controversy in the region’68. Rather, it is supported by international 
institutions such as for example the World Bank, the UNDP and the OECD. Throughout the 
years there have been numerous experiments in Latin America with forms of citizen 
participation. A case that has been extensively described in contemporary literature is that of 
the workers’ party Partido dos Trabalhadores (PT) in Brazil. In various cities – of which the 
case of Porto Alegre is best known – this political party introduced forms of citizen 
participation in the whole country under the name participatory budgeting. Striking are the 
varying and sometimes contradictory outcomes, showing that citizen participation is not a 
guaranteed success anywhere and does not benefit every society69. Participation levels are not 
always equally high and redistributive results are not always eminent. Nevertheless, in 
Brazilian cities where participatory budgeting was indeed a success it has proved to be 
sufficiently institutionalized to survive political changes in municipal legislative and 
executive powers. 
 Goldfrank70 describes the case of Caracas, where in 1992 the political party La Causa 
Radical (CR) won the elections in the municipality Libertador, the biggest and most densely 
populated of five municipalities that together form the Área Metropolitana de Caracas 
(AMC). Citizen participation was introduced based on a vague idea of inclusion and citizen 
influence but without an exact plan or structure. Although neighbourhood associations and 
popular movements on the local level already existed, the CR did not succeed in preserving 
the initial levels of participation. The main reasons for this were a weak organization, the 
amount of existing problems in the municipality in comparison with the limited municipal 
resources, and strong political opposition to participation by inhabitants that did not share the 
party’s participatory ideology. When the CR lost the following municipal elections the new 

                                                 
67 Paley (2001), 146 
68 Chavez (2004), 30 
69 See Baiocchi (2003), Chavez (2004) and Koonings (2004) 
70 See Goldfrank (2004) in Chavez & Goldfrank (2004) 
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mayor revoked the decrees that had introduced citizen participation. In this instance, thus, 
participation has shown to be less sustainable than in some Brazilian cases. 
 In Montevideo – in 1990 – the newly elected leftist mayor Tabaré Vázquez started a 
slow process of institutionalizing participation, a process that would continue from 1995 
onwards under his leftist successor Mariano Arana. Firstly the municipality was 
geographically decentralized in an attempt to realize an increased level of interaction between 
the municipality and citizens. Later also citizen boards were created in which elected 
representatives of citizens could discuss policy. Chavez71 criticizes participation in 
Montevideo because of the lengthy discussions on those citizen boards in which most citizens 
only represented their own interests. Another point of critique is that the boards were only 
consultative and that there was no guarantee that citizens’ budgetary priorities would be 
considered in the final elaboration of the municipal budget. Participation in Montevideo was 
focused more on providing information to the municipality than influencing the decision-
making process. 
 
A distinct example of citizen participation is the case of Bolivia. In 2002 Nijenhuis wrote that 
‘formal, institutionalised popular control, like in Bolivia, is absent in all other [Latin 
American] countries, or it is left to the municipal councils.’72 She based this on a comparison 
of forms of citizen participation in Bolivia with practices in Colombia, Chile, Brazil, 
Uruguay, and Mexico. The essence of her argument is that Bolivia is unique in the fact that 
the institutionalization of citizen participation was based on already existing structures of 
citizen organization. According to Nijenhuis this strategy proves to be better functioning then 
situations in which newly introduced structures are used. This opinion is partly shared by 
Avritzer who states that ‘a tradition of free and autonomous voluntary associations [was] 
central to the recent Latin American democratization process by introducing the possibility of 
horizontal social relations at the public level.’73 

Another characteristic that Nijenhuis mentions as unique for Bolivia is the fact that 
citizen participation was directly introduced on a national scale in contrast to solely local 
experiments as has been done, for example, in cities in Brazil, Venezuela, Uruguay, Chile, 
etcetera. This creates a different political context as well as different power relations between 
the citizenry and the state. Such contextual factors are also mentioned by Harbers74 as crucial 
in determining the empowerment of citizens through participatory structures. One year after 
the publication of the findings of Nijenhuis in Bolivia, however, a new law was passed in 
Nicaragua. The Ley de Participación Ciudadana of 2003 institutionalized various forms of 
participation that in practice largely already existed nation-wide, amongst others the citizen 
organizations referred to as ‘asociaciones de pobladores’. The situation concerning citizen 
participation in Nicaragua, thus, shows some comparison to the situation in Bolivia; making 
the Bolivian case less unique than Nijenhuis suggested only shortly before. 

Although Castañeda typified the Nicaragua of the 1980’s as a ‘second wave’ or 
‘second stage’ of the revolutionary armed struggle in Latin America75 (after the Cuban 
revolution), it has since then developed into a relatively consolidated democratic state. Citizen 
participation was in fact introduced nationwide under the presidency of (neo)liberal Enrique 
Bolaños and was supported also by the main oppositional party, the leftist Frente Sandinista 
de Liberación Nacional (FSLN). This is important because according to Castañeda it is the 
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74 Harbers (2007), 55-56 
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task of the political left to support and strengthen popular movements76. However, this 
support of political parties for popular movements can be a possible danger as well – as 
Baiocchi77 appropriately stresses – because a loss of autonomy and independence may be 
looming. 

One of the many different municipalities of Nicaragua in which citizens participate in 
local decision-making processes is León. As mentioned in earlier sections, citizen 
mobilization and participation in Nicaragua has traditionally been strongly connected to 
Sandinista ideals and the political party FSLN. Both the department and the municipality of 
León have a legacy of being politically ‘left’ and progressive. For that reason, during the 
revolution – and ever since – León has been an important FSLN stronghold. This is illustrated 
by the fact that since the revolution in 1979, the elected mayor of León has always been a 
Sandinista; also after the FSLN lost the presidency in 1990.78 Equally during national 
elections, citizens of the department of León significantly support the FSLN more than the 
Nicaraguan average79. The political history and character of León make it a relevant 
municipality for a case study focussed on citizen participation. Also the recent developments 
considering the introduction of the CPC’s in Nicaragua by the FSLN make León a relevant 
case because it is likely that the introduction of the CPC’s will first be initiated in Sandinista 
strongholds.  
 
In the following section I will describe the (organizational) structure of the municipality of 
León. That section provides important contextual information one needs to be able to 
understand the concept of citizen participation in León. Following sections will focus on the 
description and analysis of the (institutional character of) actual participatory structures and 
instruments. 
 
Municipal governance in León 
The municipality of León has a total of approximately 208.604 inhabitants80. Those 
inhabitants are accommodated in the 124 different urban neighbourhoods (barrios) and 119 
rural communities (comunidades or comarcas). These neighbourhoods and communities draw 
up the 7 districts (or sectors) that together form the municipality of León. In Nicaragua the 
state does not have an official departmental level, although some municipalities do cooperate 
through certain municipal associations. Next to the municipal government, also national 
ministries are represented on the municipal level through delegations. 

The municipality of León has a separated legislative and executive power. The 
legislative power is formed by the city council, which is elected every four years through 
open and free elections. The mayor is elected directly by the population (since 1997), 
nevertheless, in the city council he has the same rights as the other councillors and his vote 
does not have more weight. During my research the city council consisted of councillors from 
two political parties; the Frente Sandinista de Liberación Nacional (FSLN, which had 60% of 
the seats) and the Partido Liberal Constitucionalista (PLC, which had 40% of the seats). The 
city council – or Concejo Municipal – consists of twenty councillors, including the mayor and 
vice-mayor. There are two types of councillors: ten primary councillors (concejales 
propietarios) and ten substitute councillors (concejales suplentes) that do not actively 
participate in the city council until they need to replace a primary councillor. Voting is done 
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by ten councillors – in principle the ten concejales propietarios – and is based on raising 
hands and majority of vote. The structure of the city council is demonstrated below. 
 

 
 
Figure 6: Structure of the city council of León 
 
The city council of León has monthly public sessions in which decisions are made through the 
vote of councillors. The proposals that the city council votes on usually originate from one of 
the nine municipal commissions that are each headed by one of the primary councillors. Each 
commission has its own area of expertise, such as for example health, housing, or 
environment. The composition of the commissions varies, since each councillor can choose 
who he lets participate. Typically a municipal commission consists of municipal officials, a 
representative of the local delegations of relevant ministries, relevant NGO’s, and – possibly 
– some relevant companies. In practice the municipal commissions have a lot of power 
because their proposals are usually approved by the city council.  

Citizens can attend the public sessions of the city council, a possibility of which 
particularly community leaders make use. Under the agenda point ‘puntos varios’ citizens can 
ask pre-solicited questions and express their opinion. This possibility is offered voluntarily by 
the city council of León without any legal obligation; in other municipalities citizens often do 
not have this possibility. Various attending community leaders have declared to solely attend 
sessions of the city council for the puntos varios, so they can make a point and hopefully 
achieve something for their constituency. After the regular session ‘it is finally our turn; to 
ask questions and demonstrate that there is still so much work to do! That is when the real 
participation takes place.’81 
 
The executive power of León – the municipal government, or Gobierno Municipal – consists 
of the mayor and the vice-mayor who direct the local bureaucracy through the heads of the 
various directorates that the municipality has. Each directorate is responsible for a specific 
policy area. The structure of the municipality is shown underneath.  
 

                                                 
81 María Elena Chavarría, community leader (urban) of ‘Roger Dechon’, 13-05-2008 
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Figure 7: Structure of the municipality of León82 
 
A department that is particularly important for maintaining contacts between the municipality 
and the citizenry of León is Promotoría Social, part of the directorate Desarollo Social y 
Participación Ciudadana. The people that work in this department are called promotores 
sociales and they all carry the responsibility of maintaining contact with citizens in a certain 
area, usually a (part of a) district. They are the first person that community leaders will turn to 
when they contact the municipality and often they are also physically present in the 
communities. In principle they attend all community assemblies – on which I will continue 
later – and try to achieve as much as possible for ‘their’ communities within the municipality. 

The mayor and vice-mayor are the only councillors that are responsible – and 
therefore accountable – for the actual implementation of decisions made by the city council. 
They form the executive power. In theory, the local bureaucracy that the executive power 
directs is a-political, nevertheless it is not unusual that the mayor appoints political allies or 
acquaintances to certain key-positions. The heads of directorates report not only to the mayor 
and vice-mayor, but also to the relevant municipal commissions. The progress of their work is 
evaluated (this is called seguimiento), and if a directorate does not perform satisfactory it may 
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loose part of its funding. Also on an informal basis councillors try to influence and urge the 
directorates to further achieve their (political) goals.  
 
The main sources of income of the municipality are municipal taxes and fees, a (small) 
percentage of the budget of the national government, and external cooperation; consisting 
mainly of donations from sister cities (León has 21 hermanamientos) and NGO’s. Particularly 
interesting is the fact that 42%83 of the municipal budget comes from external actors such as 
NGO’s and sister cities; giving those actors a lot of political power. Sister cities and NGO’s 
also tend to establish direct relations with communities and their leaders. Because of the 
amount of money those external actors dispose of, they often play an important part in the 
achievement of development of specific areas. However, a possible point of critique is that 
through this way they create a kind of parallel or alternative governance, one that is neither 
democratically elected nor accountable. Such external actors also cooperate with communities 
without the interference of the municipality; making the suggestion of alternative governance 
even stronger. Some community leaders feel like ‘if you want to reach something you have to 
do business with a hermanamiento, not the municipality’84. 

The budget of the municipality can be divided in two parts: basic costs - such as the 
salaries of civil servants and structural tasks such as cleaning streets and maintenance of 
infrastructure – and investments. For the investment expenditure political administrations 
formulate a general Plan de Inversión Multianual (PIMM) and a yearly Plan de Inversión 
Anual (PIA). These investment plans should be placed in the broader context of strategic 
plans, of which currently the Plan Estratégico de Desarollo Municipal (PEDM) for 2004-
2012 applies. The PEDM can be divided into specified plans per district – called Programas 
de Desarollo Integral (PDI) – that normally focus on the economy, social policy, culture, the 
environment, and human capital. The municipality works on making the further strategic 
plans more operational and, therefore, understandable for outside actors. Unfortunately, many 
community leaders and NGO’s do not know that strategic plans already exist and choose to 
write their own. 
 
Ley de Participación Ciudadana (law 475) 
The most important law in Nicaragua considering citizen participation is the Ley de 
Participación Ciudadana of 2003, which was introduced under the presidency of liberal 
Enrique Bolaños. The law describes various forms of direct democracy – incidental forms as 
well as structural forms – and places them in an institutional framework that is mainly related 
to the 1987 political constitution of Nicaragua. In the considerations preceding the actual 
articles, the law writes about the tradition of citizen participation in Nicaragua and the 
importance of it to the democratic character and transparency of governance. A particularly 
important statement made in the law is that although public administration cannot be 
imagined without the participation of citizens in the decision-making process, it does not and 
should not undermine the power of political representation. 

Citizen participation is defined in the law as followed: ‘It is the process of 
involvement of social actors – be it on an individual or collective base – with the objective 
and target to be of influence on and participate in the decision-making process, the 
management and design of public policy on the different levels and modalities of the 
administration of the national territory and public institutions with the intention of achieving a 
sustainable human development in co-responsibility with the State.’85 The objective of the 
law is to promote the full exercise of citizenship in the political, social, economic and cultural 
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Direct democracy in León, Nicaragua  20   
 

 

area through the creation and operation of institutional mechanisms that allow for a fluid 
interaction between the Nicaraguan state and society. Some of the mechanisms already 
existed but were not yet institutionalized, others were newly introduced. In any case, this law 
gives attention to and clarity on instruments of citizen participation and thereby it has had an 
important influence on the perceptions on citizen participation and the usage of it. 

Underneath I will discuss the five main instruments for citizen participation that are 
mentioned in the law, in the same order as the law does. The most important instrument 
mentioned is the Comité de Desarollo Municipal (CDM), which I will describe more 
extensively based on information obtained from the law as well as from interviews and 
observations. By local government officials the CDM is seen as the ultimate instrument for 
citizen participation in León. 
 
Iniciativa Ciudadana de Ley 
This right of citizen initiative to propose (changes to) laws applies to both the national level 
and the municipal level. If citizens manage to collect sufficient supporters (by signature and 
national identification number) for an initiative, they can summit it to the secretary of 
respectively the National Assembly or the city council. On the national level a proposal needs 
the support of at least 5000 citizens, while in the case of municipality with the size of that of 
León a minimum of 1000 supporters is sufficient. Citizens are obliged to form a promotional 
committee for the proposal – consisting of at least 15 members – that is registered through an 
authenticated act. The committee serves as the legal representation of the initiative. A 
commission of the National Assembly or the relevant municipal commission subsequently 
formulates an advice on the matter for the legislature. For this purpose a citizen consultation 
can be used as input. On the national level this is optional, whereas on the municipal level it is 
legally required to perform such a Consulta Ciudadana. Below I will go into the phenomenon 
of citizen consultation more extensively.  

Although the name suggests a consultation of only citizens, it rather means a 
consultation of society as a whole. All kinds of private and public non-profit organizations, 
cooperatives, communal organizations and state institutions will be heard on the matter if 
necessary. On the municipal level the consultation of the citizenry is obligatory and that of 
other possibly relevant actors optional. Finally the initiative will reach the legislature and will 
be discussed and voted on during a plenary session. 

Even though the instrument of citizen initiative exists, it seems that nobody uses it in 
León. Neither one of my respondents could give me an example of something that had been 
achieved through this way. Perhaps this is caused by the formal route a proposal needs to pass 
through. Citizens may get discouraged by the thought of so many formalities and prefer to 
choose other ways to get the city council to listen to them. For example by making demands 
during a public session of the city council. 
 
Comité de Desarollo Municipal (CDM) 
The Ley de Participación Ciudadana mentions three different levels for citizens to participate 
in the formulation of public policy; on the national level, on the level of one of the two 
autonomous regions of the east coast, and on the level of the municipality. For this purpose 
also three respective institutional instruments are offered to the citizenry; the Consejo 
Nacional de Planificación Económica y Social (CONPES, consisting of various Consejos 
Nacionales Sectorales), the Concejo de Desarollo Departamental, and the Comité de 
Desarollo Municipal (CDM). For this research especially the latter is relevant. 

Actually, the reform of the Ley de Municipios of 1997 already spoke of the formation 
of development committees on the municipal level. The objective was to involve various 
social and political actors in the decision-making process and, through that way, improve the 
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democratic character of local governance. Article 50 of the Ley de Participación Ciudadana 
acknowledges this fact, and in subsequent articles the law elaborates on the specific tasks and 
specifications that characterize the CDM. 

It is the task of the municipality to create the CDM, to provide it with basic materials, 
and support some of the organizational aspects to keep the CDM functioning. Also does the 
city council determine the composition of actors that participate in the CDM, although this is 
bounded by several terms. For example, the law prescribes that the CDM should be a pluralist 
organ not allied to specific political parties or religions and that the participants should be 
representative for all social actors present in the municipal territory. The CDM has the legal 
status of a consultative instrument of the city council, so its advice is never binding. 
Nevertheless, in some cases the city council is legally required to consult the CDM at least 
thirty days before deciding on a proposal. Examples of these cases are the establishment of 
strategic plans and (multi)annual plans of investment expenditure (PIMM or PIA). Ultimately, 
however, legally the city council has a lot of control over the CDM and cannot be forced by it 
to change policy. 

The Ley de Participación Ciudadana makes some suggestions on the possible 
composition of the CDM. An overview of these suggestions is demonstrated below. 
 

 
 
Figure 8: Suggested composition of the CDM86 
 
The CDM can be seen as a ‘co-gestor’ 87 that provides the city council with advice, checks up 
on the municipality and holds it accountable for its decisions and actions. For that reason one 
could typify the cooperation between the municipality and the CDM as a form of ‘gobierno 
compartido’88. Also does the CDM function as a meeting point for various social actors in the 
municipality. The meetings of the CDM are not only aimed at finding solutions but also on 
sharing experiences and exchanging ideas. One of the main aims is to promote collective 
initiatives. At the same moment, however, the various actors preserve their own 
responsibilities and actions. One respondent characterized the CDM as followed, ‘juntos, pero 
no revueltos’ 89. Hereby the respondent wanted to underline the individual responsibilities that 
continue, also when one tries to find solutions in cooperation with other actors. 

The way the CDM internally functions will be described below, starting with a 
schematic overview of the internal structure. 
 

                                                 
86 Ley de Participación Ciudadana (475), Article 51 
87 Luz Esther Garcia, head of the office strategic planning, part of the directorate Planificación y Cooperación 
Externa, 28-04-2008 
88 Indiana Barrantes, representative sister city Utrecht, 26-02-2008 
89 Rafael Ruíz, representative of the local delegation of the ministry of education (MINED), 28-05-2008 
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Figure 9: Internal structure of the CDM in León 
 
The CDM consists of eight commissions – also referred to as mesas - that are subsequently 
divided into sub-commissions. The policy areas that the commissions focus on are: social 
policy, economy, tourism, environment, infrastructure, governance, gender, and employment. 
Examples of sub-commissions are that of health, housing and education that all belong to the 
commission focussed on social policy. Commissions usually consist of about 10 to 15 active 
participants and all have a certain structure with a coordinator, secretary, and so forth. 
Although formally the CDM commissions are open for anyone, in practice existing members 
draw up statutes that only allow a maximum of predetermined actors participate. Any new 
participants have to be officially invited by the commission and typically represent larger 
groups of social actors. 

The CDM commissions show a lot of resemblance to the earlier discussed municipal 
commissions. The commissions have different roles, however, since the CDM commissions 
only fulfil an advisory role and the municipal commission largely prepares the decisions made 
by the city council. Also the composition of the two commissions may differ strongly. The 
composition of municipal commissions depends on the preference of the councillor in 
question and that of the CDM commissions on the internal statutes. Increasingly, councillors 
and social actors are beginning to observe the advantages of a possible integration of both 
commissions, since currently there is a lot of time consuming overlap between the two. So far 
this has already resulted into the integration of two CDM commissions with the concerning 
municipal commissions. 

The Junta Directiva of the CDM is strictly the organ in which the official CDM 
standpoint is formulated. The Junta Directiva is made up out of a group of participants that 
aims to represent all social actors in León. The Junta is supervised by the general assembly. 
Although the general assembly can technically overrule decisions by the Junta Directiva, in 
practice this hardly happens. The composition of the Junta Directiva – the kind of participants 
– is arranged through the statutes of the CDM. The group of persons in the Junta Directiva 
consists of representatives from external organizations that are elected by their own 
constituency. So while the assembly of the CDM determines the amount and proportion of 
participants, the respective constituencies elect the actual persons that represent their interests.  

Below I demonstrate the composition of the Junta Directiva of the CDM in León. 
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Figure 10: Composition of the Junta Directiva 
 
The two people of the municipality that take part in the Junta Directiva of the CDM are the 
mayor and the director of the Dirección Desarollo Social y Participación Ciudadana. Within 
the Junta Directiva they are formally the coordinator and vice-coordinator and are therefore 
the chairmen of the meetings. In practice, however, those people do not show up in person 
very often. In fact, a department of the Dirección Planificación y Cooperación Externa serves 
as ‘technical secretary’ to the CDM and attends meetings of the various commissions, or 
mesas. From the Junta Directiva of the CDM a committee is elected that is in charge of some 
basic organizational tasks in which it is supported by the municipality through the technical 
secretariat. An example of these tasks is setting dates for meetings and arranging a space for 
meetings.  

Although the CDM is supposedly the ultimate forum where various social and political 
actors can meet and confer, many non-governmental actors are not familiar with the CDM or 
are simply never invited to its meetings. Supposedly also a representation of community 
leaders is supposed to participate in the CDM, from each district one leader. On the level of 
the district, however, the specific structure of citizen participation is weakly organized. 
Possibly this is caused by a focus by representatives that does not transcend the 
neighbourhood or community level. Also NGO’s usually focus at a specific territory to invest 
their time and money, so for both groups the municipal level is too general and does not 
sufficiently relate to their own activities. As a result, the citizenry – and the majority of 
NGO´s – is hardly represented in the CDM. Often they prefer to organize their own forums 
for cooperation in their specific territory in which, perhaps surprisingly, the municipality also 
participates. The result is a fragmented, multiform, and often chaotic totality of citizen 
participation in which the various actors choose to enter into ad hoc alliances and networks 
depending on their current goals. 

The CDM does not seem to succeed in centralizing the activities of all the social and 
political actors in the territory of León. Some respondents say this is caused by the relatively 
closed character of the CDM. The lack of one central strategic initiative has caused actors to 
´walk a different path with often the same destination´90. For example, usually various NGO’s 
as well as the municipality have a strategic plan for a certain area without knowing about the 
existence of strategic plans of other actors. One might expect the municipality to take further 
initiative into coordinating the various initiatives and creating order in the current chaos. 
 
Asociaciones de Pobladores 
Article 37 of the 1997 reform to the Ley de Municipios mentions the possibility for the city 
council to help initiate citizen associations as a way to create structural participation of local 
society in public administration. The Ley de Participación Ciudadana elaborates on this by 

                                                 
90 Omar Alvarado, director of the NGO El Ayudante, 14-05-2008 
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mentioning the possibility for citizens to self-manage certain projects for local development 
organized by state institutions. The associations serve as an instrument to organize the 
municipality’s inhabitants in their effort to participate and contribute to sustainable 
development. According to the law citizen associations should not be dominated by any 
specific political party or religion. Each association should draft a constitution and elect its 
representation; a junta directiva. When the association and junta directiva meet the municipal 
conditions for registration they will be recognized respectively as legal and representative. 

Subsequently the associations may come (if desired) to an agreement with the 
municipality on the exact mutual rights and duties. This can result into agreements 
considering the amount of responsibilities that the municipality delegates to the citizens and 
the amount of time and effort citizens are to contribute to their associations and possible 
projects. In all cases, however, the junta directiva should represent the inhabitants of a certain 
area towards both the city council and the Comité de Desarollo Municipal (CDM). For this 
purpose it is the task of the city council to subdivide the municipality into different 
neighbourhoods and communities so that clearly distinguishable areas for citizen associations 
come into existence. On the level of the district it is also possible to organize representation of 
citizens. The way citizens organize on this level and the requirements fore it are similar to 
those of the citizen associations on the level of the neighbourhood or community. 

Relevant examples of citizen associations in León are the structures of Juntas 
Directivas and Consejos del Poder Ciudadano (CPC´s) that will be discussed more 
extensively in the following sections. 
 
Consulta Ciudadana 
The citizen consultation is an incidental form of direct democracy that both the city council 
and the citizenry can call for if they feel the necessity for citizen input in the decision-making 
process. This right is not bound to any specific policy areas since the law speaks of ‘[all] 
those matters that because of their nature are important for inhabitants’91. On the other hand, 
though, a citizens’ request for a Consulta Ciudadana needs to be approved by the city council 
before actually being organized. The only actual obligation that the city council has in this 
matter is to make their decision with reference to the request for consultation public. 
Subsequently also the organization of the citizen consultation is in the hands of the city 
council. If desired they can call for the help of an official of the Supreme Electoral Council 
(Concejo Supremo Electoral, CSE). If a consultation is finally organized, all inhabitants of the 
municipality are welcome as long as they register themselves as visitor. 

The name of this form of direct democracy already indicates its non-binding character. 
The city council largely controls the Consulta Ciudadana and therefore it mainly has an 
informative function that can be used if the structural channels do no provide the information 
the city council is looking for. 
 
Cabildos Municipales 
Apart from the regular – monthly – sessions of the city council, citizens have the possibility to 
call for an extraordinary council meeting to discuss one or more specific issues. The amount 
of citizen signatures necessary for such an extraordinary Cabildo is equal to the amount that 
applies for the municipal version of the Iniciativa Ciudadana de Ley. The request is 
subsequently communicated through the mayor or the secretary of the city council. 

In any case, twice a year a Cabildo is organized by the municipality of León; one for 
the approval of the yearly investment plan and one for its evaluation afterwards. In those 
Cabildos either the plans for the coming year are presented to the population or the execution 

                                                 
91 Ley de Participación Ciudadana (475), Article 69, translation by this author 
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of last years plans are evaluated and discussed with the population92. Although the idea is that 
all inhabitants of León are welcome at these meetings, usually about 150 citizens show up. 
This group mainly consists of community leaders that represent a larger constituency. The 
Cabildo may at first hand seem more like a presentation of the city council followed by 
questions – without obligations – by the population, nevertheless it is a rather successful 
instrument for citizens to hold the municipality accountable of the execution of last year’s 
plans and influence the planning for the coming year. Especially influencing plans for the 
coming year is seen by community leaders a ‘window of opportunity’. Various community 
leaders have indicated that they realized concrete projects for their respective communities 
through the Cabildos. 

It is actually the process that leads up to the Cabildos in which citizens can influence 
the priorities in the municipal investment plan (Plan de Inversión Anual, PIA). The 
investment plan consists of about 70%93 of the total municipal budget; therefore it has 
considerable significance to the total municipal expenditure. Although there exist two 
structures for citizen participation in León – which I will describe later – their strategy to 
influence the yearly investment plan is quite similar. First of all, community leaders want to 
find out the exact demands and priorities of their constituency. For this purpose Asambleas 
Comunitarias are organized on the level of the community as well as on the district level. 
This subsequently results into lists of priorities per district that are handed over to the 
municipality. The city council finally formulates the investment plan, based on citizen input, 
and presents it to the population during the actual Cabildo. The city council formulates the 
investment plan by itself and there are no rules that regulate the actual influence of citizens. In 
practice, however, in León the city council takes citizen input quite seriously and the 
investment plans are a relatively good reflection of citizens’ demands and priorities. 

During the Cabildo, attending community leaders can verify whether the city council 
sufficiently used their input and comment on the plans or ask questions. While the process 
before the actual Cabildo has more impact on the investment plan, also during a Cabildo 
(small) changes to the investment plan can be made. Various members of the city council as 
well as various community leaders have mentioned the power of citizens over the municipal 
investments. Apparently the city council of León really takes citizen demands and priorities 
into account. In November 2007, when the investments of 2008 were discussed, the recently 
created Consejos de Poder Ciudadano (CPC’s) were also involved in communicating the 
desires of the citizenry. 
 
Structural direct democracy; citizen participation in León 
The above discussed Ley de Participación Ciudadana offers various instruments for direct 
democracy. However, both the citizen initiative and citizen consultation are incidental forms 
of direct democracy, while this research focuses specifically on structural forms of direct 
democracy. The structural forms – captured under the name ‘citizen participation’ – start with 
the formation of Asociaciones de Pobladores, which organize and represent citizens in 
relation to the local government. In contemporary León there exist two types of structures that 
can be characterized as citizen association; the structure of Juntas Directivas and the recently 
introduced structure of Consejos del Poder Ciudadano (CPC’s). Usually the municipality 
maintains contacts with the citizenry through citizen associations because its leaders represent 
the interests of more than just one individual. 

The participation law mentions two instruments that establish a structural relation 
between citizens and local governments; the Comité de Desarollo Municipal and the Cabildos 
Municipales. Also in León these are the most dominant instruments present for citizens to 
                                                 
92 Such a Cabildo is referred to as Cabildo de Rendición de Cuentas “PIA” 
93 Based on the Presupuesto 2008 of the municipality of León 
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influence the decision-making process in general and particularly the priorities within the 
municipal budget. Additionally, however, also much ad hoc contact exists between the 
municipality of León and its inhabitants, something I will come back to later. 

Underneath I discuss the two types of citizen associations present in León and the 
ways in which they give form to structural direct democracy. 
 
Juntas Directivas 
This structure for citizen participation cannot be understood without discussing its history and 
its relation with the NGO Movimiento Comunal Nicaraguënse (MCN). The mobilization of 
citizens and the actual beginning of citizen participation in contemporary Nicaragua started in 
the 1970’s during the rule of the last dictator from the Somoza family, Anastasio Somoza 
Debayle. This form of mobilization – under the name of Comité de Defensa Civil (CDC) – 
was highly connected to the Sandinista rebels of the Frente Sandinista de Liberación 
Nacional (FSLN). After Somoza fled the country in July 1979 citizen participation was 
further integrated with the FSLN – that now governed Nicaragua – and their revolutionary 
political programme. Subsequently the name CDC was changed into Comité de Defensa 
Sandinista (CDS). Many people, however, have experienced the CDS not only as an 
organization that tried to organize the population but also a state instrument of political 
(Sandinista) control and even one of political oppression of opponents.  

In 1988 the name of the CDS was extended to Movimiento Comunal del CDS but only 
two years later a shift in the political landscape forced the movement to change again. After 
the FLSN lost the 1989 elections, the liberal government of Violeta Barrios de Chamorro 
assumed office in 1990. The new government cut the government ties and ditto funding of the 
CDS, forcing it to become an NGO. From that moment onwards it was known by its current 
name Movimiento Comunal Nicaraguënse (MCN).94 Although the name of the MCN has been 
changed a couple of times and also the way of organizing and financing has changed over 
time, at least one core element of the MCN has remained in tact; the commitment towards the 
organization of citizens. The aim of the MCN is to help citizens organize themselves so that 
they can make demands towards their (municipal) government and improve their living 
conditions. 
 
The representation of citizens through this structure of citizen participation is either called 
Junta Directiva Comunitaria, in case of an urban neighbourhood, or Junta Directiva 
Comarcal, in the case of a rural community. Generally, though, people tend to refer to both of 
them simply as Junta Directiva95. The structure of participation is shown underneath in the 
shape of a pyramid. 
 

                                                 
94 Based on the interview with Noel Rocha, departmental coordinator of the Movimiento Comunal Nicaraguënse 
(MCN), 22-04-2008 
95 Sometimes – although rarely – people also refer to the Junta Directiva as Consejo Popular de la Comunidad 
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Figure 11: Pyramid of citizen participation through Juntas Directivas96 
 
For the election of the Juntas Directivas – and also for the discussion of any current 
community affairs – citizens come together in an Asamblea Comunitaria. This is a meeting 
that is open to all citizens of the concerning community and is formally organized at least 
every two years to elect a representation. If requested by the population, it is possible that the 
MCN or the municipality chairs such an assembly. Also when this is not the case, the 
municipality tries to attend all Asambleas Comunitarias in León to observe the processes and 
obtain information. For the election of a new Junta Directiva the municipality wants the 
community to comply with some basic conditions before officially acknowledging the 
representation through a comprobación. Some examples of these conditions are that all 
present citizens register themselves, that at least twenty inhabitants of that area are present, 
and that the majority (of at least 51% of the votes) rules. In my opinion these are very basic 
and reasonable demands. If the community complies with these demands, the municipality 
officially recognizes the Junta Directiva as democratically elected representation of the 
specific community. 

In principle the Asambleas Comunitarias and elected Juntas Directivas are initiated 
and organized by citizens themselves, possibly with some support from the MCN or 
municipality. The municipality of León values Asambleas Comunitarias highly and therefore 
tries to promote them by attempting to mobilize as much citizens as possible to attend them. 
Normally about 20%97 of the population of a certain community attends the assemblies. Since 
it is common that families are often represented by only one person, 20% of the population 
represents the large majority of all families. Therefore the turn-out is usually quite 
representative for the interests of the whole community. 

Juntas Directivas normally consist of about five to ten citizens, of which one is the 
general coordinator or leader. The community leader represents the Junta Directiva to the 
outside world and maintains contact with the municipality. Leaders usually talk directly to the 
municipal official that is in charge of the specific theme they want to discuss. It seems that the 
municipality of León employs a kind of “open door policy”, in which people have a relatively 
easy access to local government officials. An illustrative example of this was provided to me 
by Yanet Gonzalez, one of the ‘substitute’ members of the city council. In her role as 
councillor she knows the other councillors as well as many municipal officials. But she is also 
a community leader in both participatory structures (Juntas Directivas and CPC’s). Her 
                                                 
96 Drawn by Lesbia Escoto, head of the department Promotoria Social, part of the directorate Desarollo Social y 
Participación Ciudadana, 11-03-2008 
97 Estimate of Lesbia Escoto, 11-03-2008 
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experience and social network help her to ‘be more effective in her leadership on the local 
level’98 than someone who has less experience or contacts. When she walks into an office of 
the municipality, she knows who to talk to and – more importantly – that other person knows 
her too. Informality in personal contacts can be further illustrated with this same councillor. 
Yanet Gonzalez takes a course to learn about project management. Other participants in this 
course are, amongst others, one of the social promoters of the municipality and a community 
leader that I also interviewed. Such a course, therefore, further contributes to intra-personal 
contacts and double roles that make the contact between the municipality and citizens 
increasingly informal and diffuse. Community leaders, thus, are often well-known by the 
officials. Also, as representatives of a wider constituency, they are taken more seriously than 
if they would be just a random individual speaking on its own behalf.   

As mentioned earlier, the municipality of León consists of 124 different urban 
neighbourhoods and 119 rural communities. Although not every neighbourhood or 
community is equally well organized or politically active, officially all of them have a Junta 
Directiva to represent their interests. In an attempt to cooperate on a larger scale, citizens can 
also organize themselves on the level of the district. When the leaders of Juntas Directivas in 
one district come together to discuss specific topics or elect a district representation one 
speaks of a Cabildo Comunitario por Distrito. Usually, however, most people also refer to 
these meetings as Asamblea Comunitaria. In principle the leaders from Juntas Directivas on 
the community level elect a representation from their midst for the district level; this 
representation is referred to as Equipo Territorial, or sometimes as Consejo Territorial. 

In León officially seven Equipos Territoriales exist. The coordinators (or chairmen) of 
those Equipos are the seven community leaders that are supposed to participate in the earlier 
described CDM. In practice, however, citizens are not very well organized on the level of the 
district. Participation in an Equipo Territorial is not as strictly organized as it is on the 
grassroots community level. Sometimes also representatives of certain cooperatives 
participate, for example a farmers’ cooperative in a rural area. Although those leaders may 
well be representative for (a part of) the rural population in that area, they do not officially 
form part of the structure of Juntas Directivas. It may also happen that an Equipo Territorial 
consists of all community leaders within the district or that it consists of an ad hoc group of 
representatives that specifically came together to talk about a certain problem. This may be, 
for example, the leaders of an area that want better access to health care. 

Even though in general in the structure of the Juntas Directivas the citizenry of León 
is weakly organized on the district level, I also encountered an interesting exception. The 
north east district of León has an Equipo Territorial that meets quite frequently and prioritizes 
its needs through a sophisticated matrix. Through this matrix, consisting of columns for 
different geographical areas and rows for different policy areas, is discussed what kind of 
priority a certain issue has in a specific area.  Priority is determined based on urgency, impact, 
added value, costs, synergy with existing policy, environmental impacts, the level of citizen 
participation in the area and finally economic sustainability. These factors get a value varying 
from 1 to 3 leading to a total that determines if the issue is dealt with on the short, middle or 
long term in that specific geographical area. Although the Equipo Territorial in that district 
does not only consist of leaders from Juntas Directivas – but also from representatives of 
certain cooperatives in the area – their structural cooperation and the quality thereof could 
serve as an example for the rest of León. 
 
The lion’s share of citizen participation through the Juntas Directivas exists of ad hoc contact 
between community leaders and the municipality, mainly the promoter social. In a very 
                                                 
98 Yanet Gonzalez, ‘substitute’ city council member for the FSLN, also community leader (rural) of 
‘Talchocote’, 29-04-2008 
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practical way – often including other actors such as local delegations of ministries, NGO’s, 
and sister cities – they try to find solutions for urgent problems. This way of working is 
characterized by the form of organizing through projects. The more structured forms of 
participation exist through the instruments Cabildo Municipal and CDM. In the process 
leading up to the Cabildo citizens get to make demands and indicate their priorities. In the 
structure of the Juntas Directivas leaders on the community level as well as on the district 
level hand over the demands and priorities to the municipality. The CDM – consisting of 
some community leaders, but also ministries, private organizations and NGO’s – is used by 
the city council as a sort of ‘sounding board’. The CDM is consulted on matters, of which the 
(multi)annual investment plans are a good example. Besides that, the CDM is also a place 
where organizations that are not part of the municipality come together and non-governmental 
initiatives are started to contribute to the development of León. 

Although citizens structurally influence the local government through the CDM, 
Cabildos Municipales, and ad hoc informal ways, eventually it is always the city council of 
the municipality that makes the final decisions over policy and expenditure. Coming back to 
the example of the municipal investment plan, the city council normally divides the budget of 
the municipality firstly over the seven districts, based on general poverty and an assessment 
of needs on those areas. Subsequently community leaders can indicate their demands and 
priorities. Finally, in general, the city council tends to award small amounts of funds to every 
demanding community so that – to a certain degree – all leaders will be satisfied. In the 
example of paving roads, this would thus rather lead to 10 roads that are only partially paved 
in stead of 2 roads that are completely paved. Community leaders as well as municipal 
officials agreed that in any case a well organized and demanding community will receive 
more attention (and funding) of the local government than a community that is not organized. 
One could question whether this is in the long term interest of the municipality as a whole. 

Because Juntas Directivas make demands on behalf of their constituency, the local 
government is well aware of the problems and necessities that exist within the municipality. 
Citizen participation ensures that ‘the municipality does useful things in stead of useless 
things that were invented in an office.’99 However, since there structurally exist more 
demands than the municipality can fund, community leaders find themselves ‘competing’ 
with each other. It depends on the political capabilities and personality of the specific leader 
to which extent attention will be given to his or her community. Various leaders for that 
reason declared that the opinion of their constituency on the quality of the local government 
largely depends on the quality of the community leader himself. If the leader manages to get 
the attention of the municipality and problems are resolved, the population will be more 
satisfied with the quality of local governance than when the community leaders achieve 
nothing. 
 
The role of the Movimiento Comunal Nicaraguënse (MCN) in the mobilization of citizens lies 
mainly in organizing communities in situations where they are not yet (sufficiently) organized 
and support communities with advice on specific policy themes. The MCN tries to fulfil the 
task of guide for community leaders through the ‘bureaucracy of the municipality’100. 
Although many community leaders have stressed the importance of the MCN in organizing 
the population and thereby developing citizen participation, I have not seen the MCN 
manifest itself during the period of my field research. This could indicate a current lack of 
activity on the part of MCN. Perhaps this has to do with the absence of the municipal 
coordinator of the MCN – Francisco Silva Ricco – due to a motorcycle accident. Although he 

                                                 
99 Augusto Téllez Campos, community leader (urban) of ‘Guadalupe’, sector 2, 16-04-2008 
100 Noel Rocha, departmental coordinator of the Movimiento Comunal Nicaraguënse (MCN), 22-04-2008 
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is being temporarily replaced by the departmental coordinator of the MCN, Francisco Silva 
Ricco is a political phenomenon in itself and since many years the face of the MCN in León. 

Opinions on the role of the MCN vary depending on the community leader one talks 
to. Some community leaders question the influence the MCN has had in the past, especially 
before the Ley de Participación Ciudadana in 2003. Critics stated that they have felt in the 
past like the power over and influence on the Juntas Directivas by the MCN was so big that 
they actually dominated them. One community leader went as far as to state that ‘the MCN 
acted like a dictator over citizen participation’101. Leaders felt like they could not 
communicate with the municipality without the interference of the MCN. In fact, supposedly, 
it was often only the MCN that was in contact with the municipality as a sort of ultimate 
representative speaking in the name of all community leaders. The MCN used to organize 
meetings in their building for the coordinators of Juntas Directivas. Through those meetings 
the MCN would know what was going on in the neighbourhoods and communities and what 
the demands were. The actual demanding at the municipality was subsequently done by the 
MCN itself. I must stress, however, that this is not the experience of all community leaders. 
Some of them hardly work or worked with the MCN and others did work with them and had 
only good experiences. 

The Ley de Participación Ciudadana changed the power relations between the MCN 
and Juntas Directivas because it created the earlier mentioned Comité de Desarollo Municipal 
(CDM) which allows citizens to structurally interact with the municipality without 
interference of the MCN. This more or less sidelined the MCN and made the Juntas 
Directivas more independent. On the other hand, however, this may also have taken away the 
kind of strong central coordination that Juntas Directivas perhaps need to stand up for 
themselves on the district or municipal level. 
 
It is important to realize that the Juntas Directivas do not dispose of government funds. 
Although they sometimes cooperate independently with NGO’s or sister cities of the 
municipality, the main effort of the Juntas Directivas is to influence the local government and 
prioritize its expenditure. This is done by informing the municipality on the situation in the 
communities and by demanding action. When the municipality agrees with or is convinced by 
community leaders’ plans, a project may be started. Normally when the municipality of León 
invests a part of its budget in a community, it expects the community to contribute as well to 
the project in question. This concept of mutual commitment is called Aporte de la Comunidad 
or Aporte Comunitario and can be physical (mano de obra) as well as financial, or a 
combination of the two. The idea of this concept is that inhabitants that put in effort and/or 
money to make a project succeed, are more involved in and take better care of the realized 
results (for example a school building, community centre, or a street). Citizens know about 
this concept of mutual commitment when they make demands and have to guarantee their 
involvement before the municipality undertakes any action. 

When a project is granted to a certain neighbourhood or community, the inhabitants 
form one or more comité(s) de seguimiento, depending on the size of the area. The task of 
such a committee is to organize some operational elements of the project on the side of the 
community. This means that this committee for example makes sure that a certain amount 
citizens is present when needed to put in their mano de obra or that the committee collects the 
financial contribution that the community may have agreed on with the municipality. A 
comité de seguimiento usually consists of different participants than those in the Junta 
Directiva because the latter already represent the community structurally and do not have the 
time to also get involved with the operational elements of each project. 

                                                 
101 Dolores Zavala, community leader (urban) of ‘Rubén Darío’, 03-04-2008 
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Consejos del Poder Ciudadano (CPC’s) 
President Daniel Ortega introduced the Consejos del Poder Ciudadano (CPC’s) by passing 
through the national assembly a reform to the law that organizes the executive power of the 
state; the Ley de Organización, Competencia y Procedimientos del Poder Ejecutivo (290). 
Although Ortega’s party, the FSLN, is the biggest party in the national assembly it does not 
hold an absolute majority of seats. Therefore, the approval of the law also depended on the 
consent of (a part of) the opposition parties ALN, PLC, and MRS102. These parties were 
against the CPC’s because they were under the impression that sufficient participation 
mechanisms already existed and more importantly because they objected the assignment of 
government budgets to such non-governmental entities for the execution of government 
programmes. Their vote against the CPC’s, however, was vetoed by the president. The 
presidential veto was subsequently lifted through a motion of the national assembly. And, 
finally, by political pressure of prominent Sandinistas on the appeal court of Managua, the 
chairman of the national assembly was ordered by the judicial power not to publish the 
motion of the opposition, therefore preventing the motion to come into force. This incredible 
– and arguably illegal – mixture of legislative and judicial powers has led to severe political 
commotion. The dispute between the opposition and the FSLN got to the point that – among 
other things – the opposition threatened to stop attending assembly meetings and threatened to 
withdraw the government’s budget while the FSLN threatened to rule by decree if 
necessary.103 

To end the political impasse, president Ortega decided to better be safe than sorry and 
finally introduced the CPC’s by presidential decrees 112 – 113 and again – so twice in total – 
through decrees 114 – 115 in November 2007. Although the decrees do not contain much 
information on what the CPC’s are or aim at, they make a lot of statements on the 
constitutional right of citizens to organize themselves and participate in the decision-making 
process as well as on the presidential right to issue decrees. The decrees are also placed in a 
longer tradition of the creation of participatory instruments by other presidents. The extensive 
justification of the decrees is probably a result of the wide political controversy surrounding 
the introduction of the CPC’s in Nicaragua. 
 
The grassroots base of the CPC’s starts with the level of the neighbourhood or community. In 
León – through the FSLN party structure – the organization of the CPC’s started in June and 
July 2007, months before the CPC’s were even officially introduced through presidential 
decree. CPC community leaders have claimed that within the municipality of León more or 
less 180 local CPC’s are already active. According to those leaders the average CPC serves 
about 500 inhabitants, resulting in a number of 90.000 inhabitants that the CPC’s of León 
supposedly represented during the period of m field research104. Subsequently there is also a 
CPC representation on the district level. However, in stead of the seven geographical districts 
used by the municipality the CPC’s only know four districts in León; east, central, Sutiava, 
and the countryside. Finally, the highest relevant level for this research is formed by the CPC 
representation on the municipal level. The complete structure of participation through the 
CPC’s in Nicaragua is demonstrated below in the shape of a pyramid. 

                                                 
102 Alianza Liberal Nicaragüense (ALN), Partido Liberal Constitucionalista (PLC), Movimiento Renovador 
Sandinista (MRS) 
103 Based on: La Prensa, 25-09-2007, 13-11-2007, El Nuevo Diario, 20-11-2007, 22-11-2007, 30-11-2007a, 
Envío December 2007, and an informal conversation with human rights lawyer Carlos Alberto Guadamuz from 
CENIDH, 06-03-2008 
104 Estimates of Ballardo Téllez, coordinator of district Este of the CPC in León, 17-04-2008 and of Guillermo 
Carrión, coordinator of the Gabinete Municipal of the CPC, 16-05-2008 
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Figure 12: Pyramid of citizen participation through the CPC’s 
 
In the participation structure of the CPC’s meetings are organized for the whole population to 
make decisions on specific issues or the elect a representation. Such meetings are referred to 
as Asamblea Comunitaria, the same as in the older structure of Juntas Directivas. Since the 
elected representation of the community is referred to as Junta Directiva del CPC, it is not 
always easy to distinguish between the separate structures when talking to citizens. Also the 
participating community leaders themselves structurally mix up the various terms and 
participatory structures. Often community leaders also participate in both the Juntas 
Directivas and the CPC’s. 

The councils of CPC representatives are referred to as consejo or gabinete and usually 
consist of 16 councillors. Of those councillors 15 persons have a specific policy area they 
focus on (such as education, health, housing, etc.) and 1 is the general coordinator. The 
elections of those Juntas Directivas del CPC are supposed to be held every year. Even though 
the CPC’s do not yet exist a year, it seems unlikely that new elections will be held soon. It is a 
new structure and still largely needs to develop, something that was confirmed by various 
CPC leaders. The leaders on the district level are supposed to be elected annually by the 
participants on the community level. For this purpose there ought to exist meetings of those 
participants where they come together to elect their representation. Although CPC leaders 
from the district and municipal level claim this is the actual practice, none of the CPC leaders 
from the community level that I interviewed had ever actually attended or heard of such a 
meeting. This is typical for the (young) CPC structure I encountered during the period of this 
field research; leaders on the community level hardly know what the district councils do and 
leaders on the district level hardly know what leaders on the municipal council do. They all 
just suppose that everything is being done in a democratic and responsible way, but in fact 
have no knowledge of the actual situation. 

The work of the CPC’s is twofold, consisting of trying to influence the municipality 
and its decision-making process as well as the execution of national projects of the FSLN 
government. Since the CPC’s have only recently been formed in León, they are still in 
discussion with the municipality about the way in which they could be involved in the CDM. 
It is a slow process, however, because the CPC community leaders have no idea in which way 
they would prefer to do this. In contrast with this stands the cooperation that does exist 
between the CPC’s and the municipality when it comes to prioritizing the municipal budget 
through the Cabildos Municipales. As mentioned, the CPC’s also organize Asambleas 
Comunitarias to formulate their demands and indicate their priorities. Although the 
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(democratic) linkage between the various levels of the CPC’s are weak, the district council 
and municipal council are more active than is the case with the Juntas Directivas. This way 
the CPC’s can make a stronger stand towards the municipality and come up with one integral 
list of prioritized demands. Both community leaders and members of the city council declared 
to be satisfied with the way in which citizens participated through the CPC’s in the 
formulation of the Plan de Inversión Anual (PIA) of 2008. 

The primary focus of community leaders in the CPC structure, however, is not to 
influence the decision-making process of the local government. The lion’s share of their 
activities lay in the execution of projects and the distribution of goods that are supplied by the 
FSLN government on the national level. So when at an Asamblea Comunitaria voting is done 
(by raising hands), this usually refers to the division of goods in stead of influencing the 
municipal government. The distributive character of the CPC’s make that is not so much a 
place for political debate as is the case with the Juntas Directivas. Some examples of well 
known CPC projects that are executed in León are ‘Calle para el pueblo’, ‘ Usura cero’, and 
‘Hambre cero’. The last two are projects that the national government pays for through 
Venezuelan funds and aim at fighting poverty. Usura cero is a project that grants low interest 
loans to the poor urban population and Hambre cero tries to fight hunger in the rural areas by 
giving the inhabitants some animals and food. Such loans and goods are supposed to end up 
with the most poor and most needy citizens, but participants do not always come to an 
agreement to who these are.  In fact, if citizens can not come to an agreement on the actual 
distribution, a lottery can be held to make the decision for them. 

Although the CPC’s do not physically distribute any of these goods or loans, they do 
determine who will be the beneficiaries. In the case of the distribution of loans through Usura 
cero, for example, the community assembly decides who needs or deserves the loans, the 
CPC leadership structure processes the applications, and the ministry of finance eventually 
sends the cheque to the specific individual. Although CPC participants never actually touch 
the money, they do practically manage the project’s funds. Other examples show more direct 
contact of the CPC’s with commodities and money. For example the fact that CPC’s in 
Managua were selling rice and beans for prices below market-level to fight hunger, as a part 
of Hambre cero.105 Also do CPC leaders write letters of recommendation for participants of 
their community. Especially in the case of the government this helps those citizens when they 
apply for a job. Sometimes it is actually impossible to get hired without such a letter of 
recommendation. In these instances, citizens become increasingly dependent on their CPC 
leaders through the clientelistic relation that has originated. Community leaders, however, 
experience the management of goods as finally having ‘real’ power in stead of participating in 
a decision-making process with unclear results; even though the projects are formulated by 
the FSLN government outside the democratic arena and without citizen influence. 

Also the cooperation of the CPC’s in León with local delegations of ministries is 
focussed more on mutual policy implementation than on combining their forces in an effort to 
influence the municipality. As mentioned, the CPC councils consists of coordinators that are 
each responsible for a specific policy area. Per policy area these coordinators come together to 
discuss the situation of, for example, health or education in León in a Gabinete Municipal de 
Salud or a Gabinete Municipal de Educación. Ministries are happy to work with the CPC’s 
because, after all, ‘both are part of the same government’106 and have similar objectives. For 
ministries the CPC representatives serve as an important source of information that they 
cannot retrieve themselves due to a lack of employees. The cooperation with citizens thus 
gives the ministries a lot more eyes and ears in the communities. Nevertheless, both 
representatives of the ministries of health (MINSA) and education (MINED) – although they 
                                                 
105 Envío, December 2007 and El Pueblo Presidente, 26-11-2007),  
106 Rafael Ruíz, representative of the local delegation of the ministry of education (MINED), 28-05-2008 
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respect citizen input – think that expertise and ‘science should always have more weight in 
the decision-making process than the opinion of citizens’107.  
 
The majority of community leaders in León is involved as well in the participation structure 
of the Juntas Directivas as in that of the CPC’s, where present. Normally both structures exist 
alongside one another, although in some communities the CPC’s are not founded yet and 
other – very rare – cases the CPC’s completely replaced the Juntas Directivas. Typical is the 
fact that in some cases CPC’s have not yet been founded in a community by the FSLN, but 
yet the community leaders refer to themselves as CPC leaders too because they identify 
themselves with that structure. CPC community leaders observe a higher degree of citizen 
participation through the CPC’s than through the structure of Juntas Directivas, something 
they illustrate by the sizes of community representation that in the case of CPC’s usually 
consists of about 16 people and in the case of Juntas Directivas usually consists of an amount 
between 5 and 10 people. As mentioned, leaders also feel that through the CPC’s they are 
achieving more tangible results for their constituency, something that makes them feel more 
in control. 

The participatory structure of the CPC’s is subject of a polarized political discussion; 
therefore also extensive critiques are uttered. Some critics – including community leaders - 
say that the CPC’s are a populist top-down structure that leaves very little to no space for 
political discussion. Goals and projects are formulated on the level of the national government 
and the FSLN political party without citizen influence. Some respondents compared the 
CPC’s with the infamous CDS of the 1980’s and stated that the CPC’s are – or have the 
potential to become – an Sandinista instrument for political control and repression. While 
community leaders in León claim that about 30%108 of the participants are not FSLN 
supporters, critics claim that it is an exclusive Sandinista structure that will only benefit 
Sandinistas. They say that in contrast to the older structure of Juntas Directivas, the CPC’s 
are more aimed at political exclusion than at political inclusion. Supposedly they want all 
decisions to be made through them and therefore try to exclude other social and institutional 
actors from the decision-making process. Several politicians and NGO representatives 
declared that CPC representatives have tried to pressure them into following their 
instructions: ‘I am CPC, so you have to do what I say!’109  

The general ignorance of community leaders concerning the activities of higher level 
CPC representatives – as well as the strong intertwinement of the structure with the FSLN – is 
worrying. Discussion exists over the question whether the CPC’s could survive a possible 
regime change at the national level after the next presidential elections in 2011. Supporters 
say that ‘the CPC’s will remain active because the population will not allow another 
government to take their power away.’110 Meanwhile critics state that the CPC’s ‘will 
disappear when the FSLN is not in the government anymore [because] they are not really 
involved in the processes and structures that already existed.’111 In any case, it seems clear 
that the CPC’s will encounter difficulties when a new government stops funding their 
projects. Then they may loose the power and control they now claim to have. 

Added to this can be the vagueness that exists concerning the rights and duties of the 
CPC’s. Decrees 112 and 114 both state that those will be defined later in further regulation or 
statutes. Nevertheless, this has not yet been done; making the internal functioning of the 
CPC’s unpredictable and sensitive to outside (political) influences. It is unmistakable that the 

                                                 
107 Vera Orozco, representative of the local delegation of the ministry of health (MINSA), 26-05-2008 
108 Estimate given by various sources that are both supporters and opponents of the CPC’s 
109 Quote given as example by Carlos Jirón Bolaños, city council member for the PLC, 20-05-2008 
110 Ballardo Téllez, coordinator of district Este of the CPC in León, 17-04-2008 
111 Pablo Morales, rural (community) leader of cooperative COMUNEL, 09-05-2008 
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FSLN government of Daniel Ortega is intensifying its grip on participatory organs. For 
example the FSLN integrated the CPC’s with the Consejo Nacional de Planificación 
Económica y Social (CONPES) – which is more or less the national version of the CDM – 
and named Ortega’s wife Rosario Murillo as the coordinator of it. This way the FSLN took 
complete control over organized civil society on the national level.112 The possibility exists 
that it is not the FSLN’s plan to let the CPC’s function independently on the municipal level 
either. 
 
At this moment most municipal officials and politicians agree that the participants in the 
CPC’s still have a lot to learn. A municipal official stated that at this moment the CPC’s 
‘usually consist of badly educated people that like to make a lot of noise but have hardly any 
knowledge of what they are talking about.’113 Or as the mayor formulated it more 
strategically: ‘the CPC’s form a new structure with many new people that still need a lot of 
training and education to perfect their participation; the municipality supports this.’114 City 
councillors from both parties (FSLN and PLC), however, do not fear that the CPC’s will 
dominate municipal politics in the future. Rather, they see it as a new – extra – structure for 
citizen participation that in their eyes ‘only contributes to the diversity in debates’115. In their 
eyes the CPC’s, thus, should co-exist with and not replace other participatory structures.  

Councillors unanimously declared that the most important legislation concerning 
citizen participation is still the Ley de Participación Ciudadana of 2003 that allows a wide 
variety of actors to participate in the municipal decision-making process. The mayor – like the 
participation law – says that ‘no matter what kind of participatory instruments exist, the 
responsibility for public administration still lies with the municipality.’116 The PLC councillor 
that I interviewed shared this view. ‘Political parties and the elected councillors are the true 
and official representatives of the population. The people are sovereign and the government 
should listen to it, but the government should make the decisions and not citizens.’117 Perhaps 
the November 2008 municipal elections will change the attitude of the municipality towards 
participatory structures. Traditionally in León the FSLN wins the majority of seats in the city 
council through these elections, and this time all FSLN candidates are prominent CPC 
leaders. In fact the FSLN candidate for mayor – Manuel Calderon – was one of the founders 
of the CPC’s in León. This candidate for mayor already stated that ‘the future relation 
between citizens and the municipality will hopefully be so that citizens decide what should be 
done and that the municipality decides how. (…) The future will be one of citizen control and 
decision-making; the municipality will be aiming at the practical execution of the will of the 
citizenry.’118 

Another change may be brought about by the Acta de Compromiso that all FSLN 
candidates for the city council have signed. In this act they declare to submit themselves to 
the will of the CPC’s in case they are elected, something that may drastically change the 
current balance between representative and participatory democracy in León. On the other 
hand, however, one could also question whether this change has not already happened with 
the complete intertwinement of the FSLN with the CPC’s. In respect to the accountability a 
weird situation (possibly) arises; if the CPC’s make all the decisions, to what extent can the 

                                                 
112 El Nuevo Diario, 30-11-2007b, Envío, December 2007, and an informal conversation with human rights 
lawyer Carlos Alberto Guadamuz from CENIDH, 06-03-2008 
113 Luz Esther Garcia, head of the office strategic planning, part of the directorate Planificación y Cooperación 
Externa, 28-04-2008 
114 Tránsito Genaro Téllez, mayor of León for the FSLN, 23-05-2008 
115 Teodoro Sanchez, vice-mayor of León for the FSLN, 27-05-2008 
116 Tránsito Genaro Téllez, mayor of León for the FSLN, 23-05-2008 
117 Carlos Jirón Bolaños, city council member for the PLC, 21-05-2008 
118 Manuel Calderon, FSLN candidate for mayor and one of the founders of the CPC in León, 22-05-2008 
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local government then still be held accountable for public administration? And by whom can 
the local government be held accountable if citizens themselves are actually directing public 
administration through the CPC’s? 
 
Assessment of participation structures 
Below I will assess the two structures of citizen participation (Juntas Directivas and CPC’s) 
based on the variables mentioned in the theoretical framework. Through this way I will be 
able to show what place the two structures occupy in relation to the known literature and I 
will be able to compare them in a more systematic form. The objective is to determine the 
degree in which those structures empower citizens to make demands from their municipal 
government in a democratic way. 

The variables I obtained from the existing literature – that I discussed in one of the 
theoretical sections above – do not cover all the important aspects of citizen participation that 
I encountered in León during the field research. Inductively, therefore, I have come up with 
five additional variables that are useful for the assessment and comparison of the respective 
structures for citizen participation.  

First of all I think it is important to also look at the independency of a structure of 
citizen participation and the degree in which it is initiated by or dependent on other actors 
such as the (municipal) government, NGO’s or political parties. Furthermore it is interesting 
to see whether a structure – including both the participants and their constituency – can be 
seen as representative for the population as a whole. It could well be possible that people with 
a specific political preference tend to participate more or have a higher voter-turnout when it 
comes to elections for the community leadership. Another ‘new’ variable focuses on the 
degree of inclusion or exclusion that the structures aim at achieving when it comes to other 
actors in the municipality. The central question here is: does the structure aim at cooperation 
with other actors or does it prefer to monopolize the phenomenon of political participation? 
Finally, I want to assess the degree of citizen participation on the higher levels of the 
respective pyramid structures – such as the district level and municipal level – as well as the 
democratic linkage between the various layers. This last element focuses not on the existence 
of higher level participation but on the way representatives were appointed and whether or not 
this was done through democratic elections.  

Underneath I demonstrate an overview of the variables in citizen participation. The 
upper part demonstrates the variables that were discussed in the theoretical framework, the 
lower part shows the addition I made to it based on the empirical research. As mentioned 
earlier the left row consists of elements that increase the political empowerment of citizens 
while the right row consists of elements that realize a decrease in empowerment. Based on the 
variables – following the order of the overview – I will now discuss the participation 
structures again, resulting in a kind of qualitative score-card that indicates the ‘score’ per 
structure and an overview of their main strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats. 
Some of the information mentioned in the analysis will be a short repetition of the research 
results; however it also makes the respective scores easier to understand. 
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Figure 13: Revised overview of characterizing variables for citizen participation 
 
Accountability 
As mentioned earlier, the Juntas Directivas consist of participants that are elected by the 
inhabitants of their community. Participants are held accountable by their constituency and 
regular elections are held. In the end, however, often the same people participate and are re-
elected for many years. The fact that community leaders represent (the interests of) the 
inhabitants of a whole community, makes it easier to make demands from the municipal 
government because a single individual does not receive the same amount of attention.  

The structure of the CPC’s is still very new in León, citizens started to organize 
themselves through this structure more or less since June 2007. Community leaders at the 
grassroots level of the CPC’s are elected by a constituency and held accountable by them 
through social control and regularly organized Asambleas Comunitarias. Formally, elections 
are supposed to be held every year. In León, however, new elections are not yet organized and 
will probably not be organized either some time soon. This is probably caused by the fact that 
the CPC’s have only just started and need to be constructed more before renewing the 
leadership through elections. The CPC structure is shaped like a pyramid – similar to the 
pyramid of the Juntas Directivas – in which leaders of the grassroots community level are 
supposed to elect the district leaders, and then those are supposed to elect the municipal 
leaders. In practice such elections have not (yet) been held, and so the leaders higher up in the 
pyramid were hand-picked by the FSLN party and are not held accountable by a constituency. 
 
Motivation for participation 
Participants in the Juntas Directivas do not receive any kind of (financial) compensation for 
their work as community leader. They do this work on a voluntary basis from the idea that 
poverty has to be attacked in a collective form and that the municipality pays more attention 
to a community that takes a stand. In principle, community leaders of the CPC’s participate 
on a voluntary basis as well and do not receive any kind of compensation either. Some leaders 
of the grassroots level, however, have indicated that CPC district leaders – and other leaders 
higher up in the pyramid – receive some kind of compensation from the Sandinista political 
party. Although others have denied this, some vagueness exists concerning financial 
compensation. Something that is not disputed, however, is the fact that CPC leaders write 
letters of recommendation for other (lower level) leaders or participating citizens. In those 
letters they declare that the specific person is a ‘good revolutionary’, something that may help 
the person when dealing with the government or when applying for a job. For that reason I 
cannot rule out the possibility that people participate in the CPC’s for personal gains. 
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Active or passive participation 
In Nicaragua the concept of citizen participation is observed slightly different than is done in 
the earlier discussed literature. While traditionally citizen participation is seen as a concept in 
which citizens influence public administration, in Nicaragua citizen participation also means 
taking part in the execution of projects by putting in labour or contributing financially. Critics 
may say that this is wrong and that the municipality ought to take its responsibility in stead of 
‘using’ the population. Supporters, however, would react by saying that citizens hardly pay 
any taxes and that their contribution needs to come from somewhere because the municipal 
government does not possess enough funding to govern its territory individually. In any case, 
in León the input of citizens in the execution of projects is a completely accepted 
phenomenon and not seen as a shortcoming of the municipal government. And even though 
the municipality can execute more projects if citizens (financially) contribute, this is not a 
primary reason for allowing citizen to participate. 

The CPC structure takes participating in the execution of projects to a next level, 
especially when it comes to dealing with the national government. Although the CPC’s also 
actively influence the municipal government – through the Cabildos Municipales – their main 
focus is on the execution of projects that were centrally formulated by the FSLN government 
on the national level. Also do they actively support the local delegations of ministries in a 
way that resembles voluntary ‘employment’. To a certain degree participants just follow 
instructions and retrieve the information they are asked for.  
 
Flows and usage of information 
The municipality of León seeks to form a partnership with the population in which both 
parties share responsibilities for governing the territory. Although participating in the 
execution is part of that, citizens also have some real influence on the decision-making 
process. This influence is based much on the two-way flow of information between the 
municipality and the population that consists of more than just ‘free of obligations’ citizen 
consultation. Through the promoter social community leaders of the Juntas Directivas can 
maintain structural contact with the municipality and indicate their desires and demands. 
Through this channel often ad hoc solutions are tried to be made, often through external 
actors such as NGO’s and sister cities.  

The most powerful influence of participants of both the Juntas Directivas and the 
CPC´s, however, manifests itself mainly in the Cabildos Municipales and the process leading 
up to them. Especially the annual Cabildo in which the municipal investments are divided 
over the various districts is highly influenced by citizens’ demands. In the eyes of the local 
government the information given to them by citizens is valuable and gives them insight in 
the actual situation on the community level. The municipality does not have the manpower to 
retrieve this kind of information for every community themselves. 

As mentioned above, in a way participation through the CPC´s can be seen as a 
voluntary ´employment´ of the national FSLN government. So although there is a two-way 
flow of information, the character of it is slightly more that of an executive (the government) 
to its employee (the citizen) and back than that of citizens making demands from their 
government. The focus of the CPC’s is also aimed more at the national government than on 
the municipal government. The limited amount of contact between the CPC’s and the 
municipality is still fresh and both parties are still trying to find out in what way(s) they can 
best cooperate. 
 
Control over resources and the institutional character of participation 
Community leaders in the structure of the Juntas Directivas do not have any direct control 
over (financial) resources. Of course their activities aim mainly at the division of the 
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municipal budget, and the municipality takes them seriously. But it is always the city council 
that decides, and not the citizenry. The influence of the Juntas Directivas can best be typified 
as advice or recommendation that the municipality – and in particular the city council – uses 
to base their decisions on. 

The CPC’s do not have a budget at their disposal either, but do practically manage 
state-funds. Although they usually do not touch the money themselves, participating citizens 
do decide on who or what specific funds should be spend. The expectation is, however, that 
this is strongly connected to the political colour of the central government. Some people 
believe that the power of the CPC’s – and perhaps even the whole participatory phenomenon 
– may disappear if the FSLN is not re-elected in 2011. This is related to the legal nature of the 
CPC’s that were introduced through presidential decree and not through law. The CPC’s are 
not mentioned in the Ley de Participación Ciudadana of 2003. Therefore, their institutional 
basis is not as strong as that of the Juntas Directivas and subject to heavy political discussion. 
At the municipal level ‘non-Sandinista mayors can not legally be forced to accept the 
CPC’s’119. 

In contrast, the structure of the Juntas Directivas as well as the participatory 
instruments Cabildo and CDM are institutionalized in the Ley de Participación Ciudadana of 
2003. The exact implementation of the law, however is left a bit open for discussion and to 
the discretion of the municipality in question. Therefore the quality of participation and the 
actual influence of citizens on the decision-making process depend largely on the willingness 
of the municipality. Demanding influence by law is difficult for citizens because of the 
character of the law and the role of the municipality in it, but also because of the weak and 
politicized legal system in Nicaragua. 
 
(In)dependence of participatory structures 
Citizen participation in the structure of the Juntas Directivas is normally initiated and 
supported by the municipality or the MCN. After having organized the population, inhabitants 
are normally able to continue quite independently. However, it is unlikely that the population 
would have reached that degree of organization and independence if an external actor would 
not have mobilized the population at the very beginning. Actors such as the municipality of 
León and the MCN strive for an independent structure that is representative for the whole 
population. Although since 1979 the FSLN has always dominated local politics in León and 
also the MCN was historically a Sandinista organization, the structure of the Junta Directiva 
seems relatively independent from specific political parties. Citizens from all political 
backgrounds participate and / or vote for their popular representation. 

The structure of the CPC’s does not depend on the municipal government or MCN to 
be organized. In stead it depends highly on the FSLN political party. Also in the daily 
functioning of the CPC’s the FSLN has a lot of influence. That much even, that critics of the 
CPC’s say that this whole structure is only for Sandinistas and that there is no room for 
political discussion. Although various respondents have claimed that also non-Sandinistas 
participate in the CPC’s, I have not been able to find one of them. 
 
Representation and inclusion 
As a structure the Juntas Directivas are open to various political influences and do not try to 
monopolize the phenomenon of political participation. The objective of the Juntas Directivas 
is to represent the interests of all of León’s citizens, because poverty does not distinguish 
between political colours. Participants realize that they are a part of a bigger system in which 

                                                 
119 Samir Granera, coordinator district Campo of the CPC’s, 08-05-2008 
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NGO’s, cooperatives, sister cities, and private businesses have their particular interests as 
well. They respect that and – in principle – also cooperate with them through the CDM. 

The FSLN aims at shifting power completely to the people, something they wanted to 
achieve by constructing the new participatory structure of the CPC’s. The CPC’s want to 
centralize political participation in such a way (to their own structure) that in fact it seems that 
they want to monopolize the whole phenomenon of political participation. I base this on the 
attempts of the CPC’s – that respondents mentioned – to re-organize political participation so 
that all demands pass through their organization, also that of NGO’s, cooperatives, and 
private businesses. Also community leaders of the CPC’s have stated that in their opinion the 
CPC’s should be the only participatory ‘partner’ of the (municipal) government. 
 
Higher level organization and intra-level linkage 
The higher levels within the pyramid of participation of the Juntas Directivas are not very 
strongly organized. On the grassroots level the representation of citizens is relatively strong, 
while the degree of organization on the district (Equipo Territorial) or municipal (CDM) level 
is much weaker. In the case of the CDM this is not only due to the relatively weak 
participation of citizens, but also due to the relatively weak and limited participation of other 
actors. The linkage between the various levels of citizen participation is not very strong and 
perhaps that causes lack of activity on the higher levels. I think this is related to the fact that 
many community leaders do not see the added value of participating on the district level or 
CDM. 

The CPC structure is also shaped like a pyramid and has various active levels of 
organization. Although the degree of organization higher up in the CPC pyramid is bigger 
than within the Juntas Directivas, the linkage between the different levels – or layers – is 
weak because representatives on the higher levels were not voted into power by lower level 
participants. Actually, the higher levels of the CPC’s are not representatives of grassroots 
community leaders at all. Rather they should be seen as prominent members of the FSLN 
party that were hand-picked to manage and direct the structure on the municipal level. The 
linkage that exists between layers, therefore, is top-down. In general it is difficult to 
differentiate between the CPC’s and the FSLN political party. A striking example of that is 
that all FSLN candidates for the municipal elections in November 2008 are prominent CPC 
leaders. 
 
Overviews and conclusions of the assessment 
Based on the revised overview of variables and the assessment above, we can now award 
‘scores’ to the different structures to make the analysis more tangible. The scores will be 
qualitative because the analysis was also done in a qualitative way. Once we have a single 
overview of scores per variable we can better compare both participatory structures and see 
where their main differences lie. Based on the score-cards I can also more easily indicate the 
most important Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities, and Threats of each participatory 
structure. I will subsequently demonstrate these in an overview that is commonly referred to 
as SWOT. 

To fill in the scorecard I awarded one of the following scores to each variable for both 
structures: ++ / + / 0 / - / - -. A ‘++’ is given in the instance of a variable that strongly 
empowers participants in a structure, while a ‘- -’ is given when a variable strongly decreases 
citizen power. The other symbols are of course used to indicate scores that lie in between the 
two maximum scores. The score-card as well as the respective SWOT’s are visualized 
underneath. 
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Figure 14: Score-card for both participatory structures 
 
 

 
 
 
Figure 15: SWOT’s for both participatory structures 
 
Although the overviews are based on the assessment above and, therefore, do not need much 
additional explanation, I want to comment on a few points. First of all, I think that the 
structure of the Juntas Directivas has a lot of value for the empowerment of citizens in León. 
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In my opinion, some of the most important variables for a participatory structure are that it is 
representative, not connected to one specific political party or colour, and has accountable 
participants. In retrospect, I do not think that the fact that citizens have no direct control over 
resources is such a bad thing. In León the city council always has the final say when it comes 
to the budget, and I think this may be better because they are the only political representatives 
in León with an official (institutional) political mandate. Therefore councillors have a larger 
responsibility and are more accountable. Besides, members of the city council are generally 
more professional than community leader. As the law (Ley de Participación Ciudadana) 
states, as well as the interviewed councillors have stated, forms of direct democracy can 
contribute to the further development of democracy but should not replace indirect – or 
representative – democracy. I think that a powerful and institutional form of citizen influence 
can improve municipal governance as long as there is a balance between direct and indirect 
democracy. An example to further empower the population could focus on empowering 
Juntas Directivas – or the CDM – by somehow changing their consultative character into a 
(partly) binding character. 

The strengths of the CPC structure makes it possible for leaders to show their 
constituency more direct and concrete results. Indirectly, however, it may also create a 
distorted relationship between leaders and their constituency. If citizens depend on leaders for 
letters of recommendation or even the granting of loans (as in the Usura cero project) this 
creates a reversed power relation. In stead of holding the leaders accountable, citizens may 
choose to re-elect someone because that leader can get them things. In other words, the 
indirect thread of clientelism may be looming; something that empowers the participatory 
‘elite’ and not the citizenry as a whole. 

In both participatory structures citizens do not autonomously mobilize themselves but 
depend on the initiative from an outside actor. In the case of the Juntas Directivas this outside 
actor is either the MCN or the municipality, while in the case of the CPC’s this is the 
Sandinista political party FSLN. After mobilization, however, the Juntas Directivas manage 
to continue relatively independent, they are open for political discussion, and cooperate with 
other societal actors in the municipality. In contrast, the CPC’s remain dependent on the 
FSLN and especially on the government funded projects, they are not open for political 
discussion, and try to exclude all other actors from the participatory process. For that reason 
the CPC’s are not yet as integrated in León’s political processes and will face difficulties if 
the central government changes. If the government funded projects are cancelled, the CPC’s 
may lose their purpose to exist. In fact, during the period of my field research, the CPC’s 
hardly aimed at influencing decision-making process. Their only activity so far focussed on 
the Cabildos Municipales, but citizens are also represented in that process by the Juntas 
Directivas. For that reason, I believe that the CPC’s have not yet brought any added value to 
the democratic character of governance in León. As mentioned before, this of course may 
change in the near future; especially after the municipal elections of November 2008 due to 
the signed Acta de Compromiso by the FSLN candidates.  

The most important strengths of the Juntas Directivas – such as accountability and 
representativeness – are some of the most striking weaknesses of the CPC’s. It is not 
surprising that critics call the CPC’s a Sandinista instrument and that they fear their influence 
because it does not represent the population as a whole. On the other hand, if the CPC’s 
would improve this part of their participatory structure a lot could be gained. The CPC’s then 
would have the potential of becoming a stronger form of citizen participation than the Juntas 
Directivas. If the CPC’s consequently would also aim more at influencing policy in stead of 
executing state projects, a very strong and qualitative instrument might be created. In fact, in 
that instance the strengths of both structures would have been combined into one ‘super-
structure’. On the other hand, however, as the representative of an NGO correctly mentioned; 
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‘all these different forms of organizing may as well divide communities in stead of uniting 
them’120. It is still too early to assess the long-term effects of the CPC’s on citizen 
participation in León as a whole. To me it seems that when the CPC’s decide to focus more 
on influencing the municipal decision-making process, their work will show that much 
similarity with that of the Juntas Directivas that in the end both structures may be integrated. 
Of course this presumes that the CPC’s will preserve their momentum and support of the 
national government. 
 
The democratic character of local governance in León 
As discussed in the theoretical section of this thesis, democratic governance starts with the 
separation of the legislative, executive and judicial powers. The idea behind this is that 
separated autonomous powers can hold each other accountable and prevent possible conflicts 
of interest. In practice, however, one must conclude that the judicial power in Nicaragua – and 
in the whole of Latin America for that matter121 – is relatively weak and politically biased. 
This makes it difficult to take legal action against the (municipal) government and hold it 
judicially accountable for any malpractices. At this moment community leaders in León do 
not see the judicial power as an instrument to force the municipality into action or hold it 
accountable. This has much to do with a general lack of trust in the impartiality of the judicial 
power; something that strongly damages the legality principle. Unfortunately, structures of 
citizen participation do not seem to have any influence on this whatsoever. 

In contrast with the limited autonomy of the judicial power stands the amount of 
formal independence that the executive power in León has from the legislative power. As 
mentioned in the description of the municipality of León, only two city council members are 
formally politically responsible for the executive power; the mayor and the vice-mayor. The 
Ley de Municipios of 1988 – the law that arranges the internal functioning of the municipality 
– and its 1997 reform offer hardly any instruments for the other councillors to actually hold 
the mayor or vice-mayor accountable for their political responsibility over the local 
bureaucracy. Only in the case of extreme misbehaviour or corruption can the city council 
dismiss the mayor or vice-mayor and still then various formal procedures need to be followed. 
In practice this has never been done in León. 

The political reality in León is that in fact not only the mayor and vice-mayor carry the 
responsibility for public administration but that the whole city council works together as a 
team. For that reason some practical checks and balances have disappeared and councillors do 
not hold anyone politically responsible for policy decisions or implementation because they 
are practically politically responsible themselves. To give shape to this responsibility many 
councillors structurally maintain informal contacts with the heads of directorates and other 
municipal officials. Subsequently usually community leaders and individual citizens (try to) 
hold the legislative power accountable for both political decisions and municipal executive 
actions. Also do community leaders maintain contact with municipal officials themselves in 
an effort to hold them accountable and directly influence their work. On this political ‘task’ of 
the citizenry, structures of citizen participation obviously have a strong politically 
empowering and democratizing influence. In the sense of checks, balances, and accountability 
participatory structures have taken over a part of the city council’s tasks. 
 
I have two specific remarks that I want to make considering participating citizens that check 
on the municipal government, hold it accountable and influence its decision-making 
processes. First of all, systems of accountability can only function in the context of a 
transparent government of which it is clear what it does and how. In León, however, the level 
                                                 
120 Omar Alvarado, director of the NGO El Ayudante, 14-05-2008 
121 UNDP (2005), 66 and Cameron (2007), 15-17 
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of transparency is low due to the lack of autonomous professional supervision or auditing and 
due to the low level of education of the average community leader. A typical community 
leader does not have the education or competences to for example assess the annual financial 
report of the municipality. Neither is such an annual report checked by an external accountant 
or external auditor122, making it unclear to citizens if the report is correct or not. The problem 
is not that the municipality does not supply information but rather that the receiver (the 
citizenry) does not understand it and is not supported by professional specialists. In order to 
be truly transparent the municipality, thus, should adjust transparency to the level of the 
citizenry or should be obligated to have external accountants or auditors investigate the 
municipality and give an objective judgement that can be understood by the average citizen. 

Another factor that could make it more difficult to hold the municipality accountable 
is the fact that citizens are involved in the decision-process and the execution of projects and, 
therefore, are partly responsible themselves. In León this is not the case because it is clear to 
everyone that the city council has the highest authority and makes the final decisions. 
Participating citizens do not undermine the power of the legislator, the city council. Also does 
the political participation in León focus on the question on what the budget will be spent and 
not on the way in which projects are practically implemented on the community level (how). 

The second remark I want to make is related to one of the characteristics of municipal 
governments in developing countries that was mentioned in the theoretical section; a 
fragmented decision-making process. Although the city council officially always makes all 
decisions, there are many participatory instruments that all have a place in the decision-
making process. The most important instruments are the public sessions of the city council 
(including the possibility to ask questions), the municipal commissions, the CDM, the 
Cabildos Municipales, and the structural contact that community leaders have with the 
promotores sociales. Not only citizens are involved in those participatory instruments, since 
in municipal commissions as well as in the CDM also – amongst others – NGO’s 
cooperatives, and private businesses participate. Through the variety of instruments and 
participating actors, it is not always clear to community leaders which combination of 
instruments most effectively influences the decision-making process.  

The power of citizens on the municipal level is further hindered due to the low degree 
of citizen organization on the district and municipal level. Also NGO’s and sister cities have 
noticed that participatory structures focus mostly on the community level. This has resulted in 
many forms of cooperation on the community or district level, in which the municipality also 
participates through its promotores sociales. Even alternative local versions of the CDM have 
been organized in particular communities or districts. Unfortunately, these are informal and 
non-governmental ways of cooperation that have no institutional character and no official 
relation with the municipal government. The local cooperation of community leaders and 
NGO’s or sister cities has also lead to the formation of local policy frameworks such as 
strategic plans. Although the municipality has strategic plans that also have a local focus (per 
district), most actors on the community level are not aware of that. In stead of using those 
plans and organizing their activities within this wider strategic framework, they write their 
own plans with often different means to the same end. Typically the objectives of the various 
plans do not differ much, or perhaps not at all. 

Although some important activities of the Juntas Directivas and CPC’s show 
resemblance to a kind of self-governance, both structures – to different degrees – also 
influence the municipal decision-making process and its democratic character. The 
assessment of both structures shows that they empower citizens in different ways and have 
different forms of dealing with the municipal government. However, both structures can be 
                                                 
122 The annual financial report, or annual account (‘Rendición de cuentas PIA 2007’), is not visually approved or 
signed by any external actor 
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seen as ‘partnership bodies’123 for cooperation in decision-making because they both have 
their respective impact on final decisions. Of course improvements can be made in the areas 
of institutionalization and changing the advisory character of the structures in a more binding 
one. Nevertheless, the Juntas Directivas and CPC’s make the decision-making process more 
democratic because they make citizens more politically aware and give them a structural way 
to pass on their opinion to the municipality and make demands. 

Critics on citizen participation sometimes underline the decline in the efficiency of the 
decision-making process when citizens participate. Roughly we could say that efficiency 
focuses on the amount of time and money that processes cost and it is true that a diversity of 
participation structures makes a decision-making process slower. On the other hand, however, 
it does not bring along much extra financial costs because citizens do not receive any kind of 
compensation. The only financial costs could be those of the extra municipal officials that are 
needed to maintain contact with the population. The involvement of the population does not 
only bring along costs for the municipality, it also provides it with some very practical 
information and often with help in the implementation. That way the quality of the actual 
decisions is higher, the municipality perhaps spends their money more efficiently, and 
implementation is probably even cheaper. 
 
A final point I want to mention is the representativeness of the legislator, the city council of 
León. The city council basically consists of ten members if we do not count the ‘substitute’ 
councillors. This seems a rather small number of councillors considering the amount of 
inhabitants (almost 210.000) they ought to represent. A limited number of seats in the city 
council leads to a relatively high threshold of votes needed in elections to get elected. For that 
reason it is more difficult for a party to get elected and there exists less possibility to 
distinguish between subtle political differences. Most probably that is also the reason why 
León’s city council consists of only two parties. A functional structure of citizen participation 
can partly compensate for the limited political variety in the city council by further 
representing citizens’ interests and reveal their demands. However, since the city council has 
the highest authority in municipal decision-making processes it would be best to make that 
organ more representative – and therefore more democratic – than trying to correct an 
imperfect organ by participatory structures. Subsequently, also the executive power could be 
made larger so that political responsibility for policy execution lies not only with two 
individuals. If the executive power would also consist of various aldermen – that each focus 
on one policy area – it would be easier to hold that person accountable for the course of 
events in his or her area. Any changes in the municipal organization of the legislative and 
executive power need to come from the state level, though, because it is regulated in the Ley 
de Municipios.  

The future of democratic and participatory decision-making is unclear because no one 
knows what is going to change after the November 2008 municipal elections. As I mentioned 
before, the candidates for city council of the FSLN – the party that will most likely win the 
majority of seats – are all highly involved in the structure of the CPC’s. If those councillors 
will actually only follow instructions from the CPC’s, as they declared in the Acta de 
Compromiso, they take away the possibility of political debate in the city council and side-
line the opposition. Participation through the structure of Juntas Directivas (and the CDM) 
would then be practically impossible because dominant political opinion will be that the 
CPC’s already represent citizens’ interests. This would not be in the interest of political 
diversity and the democratic character of municipal governance. 
 

                                                 
123 De Wit (2000), 9 
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Conclusion 
The objective of my research was to answer the following central question: ‘To what extent 
do forms of citizen participation empower the population and influence the democratic 
character of local governance in León, Nicaragua?’ To answer this question I have 
investigated what contemporary authors say on this subject and compared the resulting 
theoretical framework with the information I obtained during my field research period in 
León, Nicaragua. The research question has two elements in it: the empowerment of citizens 
and the influence on the democratic character of local governance. Both elements have been 
separately analyzed and assessed above. 

The participation structures of Juntas Directivas and CPC’s are very distinct and both 
have their respective qualities. The CPC’s were only recently introduced and still have to 
develop, while the Juntas Directivas have developed and changed over years. For that reason 
it seems unfair to make a strict comparison between the two. Both structures empower 
citizens in a different way; the Juntas Directivas mainly by mobilizing citizens to discuss 
politics with the municipality and make demands and the CPC’s mainly by locally dividing 
and distributing government funded goods (coming from the national government). Because 
of their different nature they have differing strengths and weaknesses.  

On the community level the organizational structures of the Juntas Directivas and the 
CPC’s show strong similarities. In both cases citizens come together in Asambleas 
Comunitarias and their representation is chosen through elections. The main difference that 
exists can be found on the higher level of the organizational pyramids. In the case of Juntas 
Directivas the representation on the district level – the Equipos Territoriales – are in principle 
elected democratically. However, in practice they normally do not exist or are inactive, 
making district representation weakly organized. In the case of the CPC’s the representation 
on the district level – the Gabinete Distrital – is more active and well organized but 
unfortunately not (yet) sufficiently democratically elected. On the municipal level it is 
therefore not easy for both structures to contribute to the democratic character of governance. 
The one structure is completely democratically elected but not well organized on the higher 
level; the other structure is well organized on the higher level but only partly democratically 
elected. One could ask the question to what extent a structure that internally is not completely 
democratic can contribute to the democratization of the local decision-making process. 

In the political objectives one can find an important difference between both 
structures. The CPC’s aim at realizing ‘true’ direct democracy by giving citizens not only 
influence but also actual power (budget). An important aspect of this empowerment is shifting 
power away from unrepresentative non-governmental organizations such as sister cities and 
organizations that participate in the CDM. In itself this exclusion seems to contribute to the 
democratic character of citizen participation because NGO’s do not represent the interests of a 
constituency the way the Juntas Directivas and CPC’s do. On the other hand, however, 
external actors provide the municipality of León with – as mentioned earlier – 42% of its 
budget and will not continue doing so if they have no influence on the purposes the money is 
spent on. The Juntas Directivas are more practical in this area and have a more open and 
inclusive character. Also is this structure more politically diverse and less connected to one 
specific political party. From that perspective the Juntas Directivas contribute more to 
democratic governance than the CPC’s.  

As I mentioned in the assessment of participation structures, the Juntas Directivas and 
CPC’s could very well complement each other. The principal weaknesses of the one are the 
strengths of the other and vice versa. In practice – although not intentional – a process of 
integration can be perceived at the grassroots level. Most community leaders as well as 
individual citizens participate in both structures and do no distinguish strongly between the 
two. Usually they have a practical attitude and just want to solve the problems of their 
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community. The FSLN has a lot of influence on the higher levels of the CPC structure. The 
Juntas Directivas do not have an actual central leadership except for the cooperation with the 
MCN. At the strategic level however the CPC’s and the MCN are not really taken with each 
other and even see each other as political opponent in stead of ally. Further citizen 
empowerment could be realized if both structures would combine their strengths. 

Through citizen participation citizens manage to influence the municipal government 
and hold it accountable for their decisions and actions, even though they are limited in these 
efforts due to their capabilities (limited education and competences). Although the municipal 
decision-making process is not always as transparent as desired and seems a bit fragmented, 
citizens know their rights and find effective ways to make their demands. The climax of 
actual citizen influence in León is (the process leading up to) the yearly Cabildo Municipal in 
which the budget is divided and prioritized in the Plan de Inversión Anual (PIA). Through 
this way citizens have influence on municipal expenditure and make the process of budgeting 
a lot more democratic. Therefore – with the limitations mentioned in this thesis – I do think 
that citizen participation empowers the population and positively influences the democratic 
character of municipal governance in León. 
 
Citizen participation in Nicaragua is based on a long tradition and existing structures of 
citizen organization. The Ley de Participación Ciudadana of 2003 has successfully used 
those existing structures and institutionalized citizen participation at once for all Nicaraguan 
municipalities as well as for the national level. From that point of view, the Nicaraguan case 
shows resemblance to the earlier mentioned case of Bolivia. On the other hand, however, the 
introduction of the CPC’s shows less resemblance to the case of Bolivia because – although 
they were introduced on a national scale – they represent a completely new structure that has 
no existing roots in Nicaraguan society. 
 Like the cases of citizen participation in Brazil, Venezuela, Mexico and Uruguay, 
participation in Nicaragua is strongly connected to a leftist political identity and ditto political 
party. In varying degrees, both participatory structures in Nicaragua are supported by its 
population; something that contributes to preserving the existing levels of participation. As 
we saw in the example of Caracas, the fact that a municipality has very limited resources in 
comparison with the magnitude of problems it is trying to solve can undermine the 
willingness of citizens to participate. Simultaneously, a city such as Porto Alegre 
demonstrates that the amount of resources alone does not have to be an obstacle, as long as 
the size of the budget and the process(es) of prioritizing it are clear and well organized up 
front. Like in Montevideo, however, I believe that in León the democratizing effects of citizen 
participation could be increased if participatory structures were not only consulted by the 
municipality but were given (some) actual decision-making power. 
 The future will show us if the Nicaraguan municipal elections of November 2008 will 
change the existing power relations in León. It seems probable that they will again be 
renegotiated on the local level and depending on the attitude of the new city council this may 
contribute further consolidation and deepening of democracy on the municipal level. No 
matter what happens, though, I am convinced that citizen participation is embedded to such an 
extent in the local governance of León that it will prove to be sustainable. The main question 
for the future will be not whether citizen participation will survive the dynamics of 
Nicaragua’s politics but in which form. 
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Annex: overview of information sources 
 
Interviews: 
 
Omar Alvarado   Director of the NGO El Ayudante  
Marvin Astacio  Chief of the department Human Resources of the municipality 
Indiana Barrantes  Representative sister city Utrecht in León   
Manuel Calderon FSLN candidate for mayor in the November municipal elections 

and one of the founders of the CPC in León  
Guillermo Carrión  Coordinator of the Gabinete Municipal of the CPC  
Harold Chavarría  Head of the directorate Planificación y Cooperación Externa 
María Elena Chavarría Community leader (urban) of ‘Roger Dechon’ 
Hector Manuel Dávila Social promoter of the municipality  
Victoria Días Rojas  Community leader (urban) of ‘Guadalupe’, sector 1  
Consuelo Días Rojas  Community leader (urban) of ‘Guadalupe’, sector 1  
Lesbia Escoto Head of the department Promotoria Social, part of the 

directorate Desarollo Social y Participación Ciudadana 
Julio Ferrufino  Community leader (rural) of ‘Tololar’ 
Leonel Fonseca  Community leader (rural) of ‘La Peineta’ 
Luz Esther García Head of the office strategic planning, part of the directorate 

Planificación y Cooperación Externa 
Yanet Gonzalez ‘Substitute’ city council member for the FSLN, also community 

leader (rural) of ‘Talchocote’ 
Samir Granera   Coordinator district Campo of the CPC   
Leana Guevara  Representative sister city Zaragoza in León 
Carlos Jirón Bolaños City council member for the PLC 
Marvin Loáisiga  Community leader (urban) of ‘Guadalupe’, sector 3 
Pablo Morales   Rural (community) leader of cooperative COMUNEL 
Vera Orozco Representative of the local delegation of the ministry of health, 

MINSA 
René Pacheco City council member for the FSLN, also the city council’s 

secretary 
Noel Rocha Departmental coordinator of the Movimiento Comunal 

Nicaraguënse (MCN) 
Rafael Ruíz Representative of the local delegation of the ministry of 

education, MINED 
Teodoro Sanchez Vice-mayor of León for the FSLN 
Pedro Inocente Sandovál Community leader (rural) of ‘La Peineta’  
Lorgia Soriano Social promoter of the municipality   
Ballardo Téllez Coordinator district Este of the CPC 
Oswaldo Téllez Coordinator communication of the Gabinete Departamental of 

the CPC 
Tránsito Genaro Téllez Mayor of León for the FSLN   
Augusto Téllez Campos Community leader (urban) of ‘Guadalupe’, sector 2  
Gonzalo Ulloa Carrasco Community leader (urban) of ‘Hipolito Sanchez’ 
Desireé van de Ven Coordinator of the sister city connection Utrecht – León for the 

municipality of Utrecht 
Flor Danelia Velásquez Community leader (rural) of ‘Monte Redondo’ 
Dolores Zavala  Community leader (urban) of ‘Rubén Darío’ 
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Informal conversations: 
 
Fernando Arguello Head of the department Programas Sociales, part of the 

directorate Desarollo Social y Participación Ciudadana 
Indiana Barrantes  Representative sister city Utrecht in León 
Martha Cano Employee of the directorate Planificación y Cooperación 

Externa 
Guillermo Carrión  Coordinator of the Gabinete Municipal of the CPC 
Harold Chavarría  Head of the directorate Planificación y Cooperación Externa 
María Elena Chavarría Community leader (urban) of ‘Roger Dechon’ 
Esperanza Cortés Employee of the directorate Planificación y Cooperación 

Externa 
Hector Manuel Dávila Social promoter of the municipality 
Victoria Dias Rojas  Community leader (urban) of ‘Guadalupe’, sector 1 
Lesbia Escoto Head of the department Promotoria Social, part of the 

directorate Desarollo Social y Participación Ciudadana 
Luz Esther García Head of the office strategic planning, part of the directorate 

Planificación y Cooperación Externa 
Leana Guevara Representative sister city Zaragoza in León 
Yanet Gonzalez ‘Substitute’ city council member for the FSLN, also community 

leader (rural) of ‘Talchocote’ 
Group I Participants of an agri- and ecotourism cooperative of the rural 

district Noreste rural, the district of which the community 
‘Monte Redondo’ is a part 

Carlos Alberto Guadamuz Lawyer from the Centro Nicaragüense de Derechos Humanos 
(CENIDH) 

Nuvia Laguna   Community leader (urban) of ‘Carlos Muñez’ 
Paul van Lindert Professor at Utrecht University, faculty of Geo-Sciences  
Marvin Loáisiga  Community leader (urban) of ‘Guadalupe’, sector 3 
René Pacheco City council member for the FSLN, also the city council’s 

secretary 
Venancio Paredes Employee of the directorate Planificación y Cooperación 

Externa 
Emerita Rocha  Community leader (urban) of ‘Carlos Muñez’ 
Noel Rocha Departmental coordinator of the Movimiento Comunal 

Nicaraguënse (MCN) 
Teodoro Sanchez  Vice-mayor of León for the FSLN 
Dionicio Sandovál  City council member for the FSLN 
Lorgia Soriano  Social promoter of the municipality 
Nienke Swagemakers  Coordinator of the NGO Ecología y Desarollo (ECODES) 
Gonzalo Ulloa Carrasco Community leader (urban) of ‘Hipolito Sanchez’ 
Albert Weber   Representative sister city Hamburg in León 
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Participant observations: 
 

• Asamblea Comunitaria Sutiava Sur 
• Asamblea Comunitaria Via Soberana 
• Asamblea Comunitaria Carlos Muñez 
• Cabildo Municipal: Rendición de Cuentas “PIA” 2007 
• CDM ‘Mesa de Empleo’ 
• FSLN campaign meeting for municipal elections 
• Meeting to discuss the new social politics of the municipality with external actors such 

as NGO’s and sister cities, organized by the municipality 
• Meeting with the objective to integrate the CDM with the new CPC’s (3 times) 
• Public session of the city council (2 times) 
• Workshop organized by the Centro Nicaragüense de Derechos Humanos (CENIDH): 

‘Participación ciudadana con emfasis en la Ley de Municipios’ 
 


