
United States Department of State 

HU 

AND THE 
NICARAGUAN 
RESISTANCE 

A cadre of combatants from 
Nicaragua's internal 
resistance is being selected 

and trained to accompany resistance 
fighting forces into the war zone to 
report and investigate human rights 
abuses, particularly any committed 
by the resistance . The Nicaraguan 
Human Rights Association 
(ANPDH), headed by Nicaraguan 
human rights activist Marta Patricia 
Baltodano, is responsible for 
investigating alleged abuses and 
instructing members of the re
sistance in proper human rights 
conduct. 

From 1979 to 1985, Baltodano 
served on the staff and , later. as 
director of the Permanent 
Commission on Human Rights 
(CPDH) in Nicaragua, which 
brought international attention to 
Anastasio Somoza's human rights 
record and which today register more 
than 80 alleged Sandinista cases of 
violations each month. 

On March 19 at a Nicaraguan 
Democratic Forces (FDN) base camp 
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along the Nicaraguan/Honduran 
border, Baltodano counseled some 20 
men in human rights reporting. 
Each delegate was to accompany a 
task force of 150 men into the war 
zone. "The primary role you will 
play is to make sure that human 
rights are not abused and that those 
150 men will behave in a proper 
fashion," she said. "When there is 
an abuse, you will inform your com
mander and us." 

"Our role is not 
simply to report 

violations, it is to 
establish 

mechanisms so 
that violations 
will not occur." 

Some 61 of the 80 resistance task 
forces now have human rights acti
vists permanently assigned to them, 
according to ANPDH Washington 
representative Jose Antonio Tijerino. 

ANPDH was created in October 
1986 with funds appropriated by the 
U.S. Congress and made available by 
the Department of State through 
periodic grants. Congress appropri
ated $3 million for human rights 
activities in response to allegations 
of human rights violations commit
ted by soldiers of the Nicaraguan 
resistance, known as the "contras," 
fighting for democracy. 

In December 1986, the associa
tion began human rights training for 
military commanders and unit 
human rights representatives, or 
activists. Seven southern front 
commanders, eight platoon leaders, 
and 36 activists attended a 2-day 
seminar. In early 1987, the associa
tion held a seminar for 32 Miskito 
Indian military commanders in the 
Honduran Mosquitia; instructed 76 
northern front activist candidates in 
international humanitarian law, the 
laws of war, human rights, and pro
cedures for taking accusations; and 
gave similar classes, including a 4-
day seminar, for some 170 Miskito 
Indian combatants. 

"Our role is not simply to report 
violations, it is to establish mecha
nisms so that violations will not 
occur," says Baltodano. "In addition, 

Marta Patricia Baltodano 

our job is very difficult because we 
are trying to provoke a change in 
human rights behavior within a 
guerrilla force, not a regular army .• ' 

Sailing has not always been 
smooth between the ANPDH and th 
resistance. In May, the ANPDH was 
temporarily asked to leave the FDN 
base camps on the Honduran/Nic
araguan border after commanders 
complained that ANPDH observers 
were interfering with combat 
operations. 

Since then, relations between the 
association and the FDN have been 
reinforced with a clearer under
standing of the association's need to 
continue investigations. 

A practicing attorney with more 
than 10 years' experience in human 
rights, Baltodano is also a Nicar
aguan refugee forced into exile in 
December 1985 by the Sandinistas. 

She is the first to admit that the 
resistance does not have a perfect 
record in human rights, but also is 
quick to expose the skill with which 
alleged violations are exploited by 
both the Sandinistas and their sym
pathizers. "I think there have been 
some abuses of human rights by the 
FDN ,"she admits, "but up to this 
point, I don't have any indication 
that this was a pattern of instruction 
or political policy of the FDN." 

She claims, however, that a 
number of the alleged incidents of 
human rights violations by the 

Baltodano answers qiusticns 
from human rights delegates. 



resistance were act_ually set up by 
the Sandinista Front of National 
Liberation (FSLN), which rules 

• 

caragua as a totalitarian state. 
efugees have repeatedly told us 
w the Sandinistas will militarize a 

civilian target. They will establish a 
military command center within an 
agricultural cooperative, but will 
also locate a clinic or school within 
the cooperative. They give arms and 
uniforms to the campesinos (peas
ants). It becomes difficult for the 
guerrilla forces to determine at what 
point t his is a military target or civil
ian target. This is an important 
point used by the Sandinistas to 
show that the contras attack civilian 
targets." 

Baltodano notes that although 
public international opinion con
cedes that the Sandinistas commit 
human rights abuses, the Sandi
nistas have been able to sell the idea 
to the public that the resistance 
commits violations more brutally 
and as a matter of deliberate policy. 
"The Sandinistas have learned how 
to manipulate the human rights 
concept to get to power and how to 

anipulate it to remain in power," 
e says. 

The Sandinistas claim, however, 
that were it not for U.S.-backed re
sistance, political repression would 
be unnecessary. 

"So why are there contras?" 
Baltodano responds. "The contras 

were not created by the United 
States. Even without U.S. as
sistance, there would be contras. The 
fathers of all contras are Marxists. 
Everywhere there is a Marxist 
regime, there are contras." 

The ANPDH's close ties with the 
Nicaraguan resistance has drawn 
considerable criticism from groups 
opposed to U.S. policy toward Nica
ragua. The association also has been 
accused of being in the pocket of U.S. 
policymakers because it is financed 
by the U.S. Government. Baltodano 
herself has been the target of bitter 
criticism. 

She counters, "The United Na
tions and other organizations also 
receive funds from the United States 
but are able to maintain their status 
as independent entities. 

"Because we are receiving par t of 
the assistance voted for the contras, 
that identifies us a lot with them, 
even though we don't want to be. 
Another thing that makes us look 
close to the contras is precisely that 
our work is with them," she notes. 

"However, we are not an organi
zation like Amnesty International. 
Rather, we are an organization that, 
within a movement that has political 
and armed characteristics, is trying 
to institutionalize mechanisms that 
will eventually mean reducing 
human rights violations and 
promoting human rights within 
the organization." 

The association does this by 
monitoring military action, instruc
ting the troops in the Protocols of the 
Geneva Convention, and investi
gating human rights abuses. 

"If the violation was committed, 
then we make sure there is a hear
ing, sanction, and condemnation of 
those who have violated human 
rights. Also we are trying to update 
and put into use a code of conduct 
and fortify the judicial mechanisms 
that each troop has for the trial and 

Baltodano and a U.S . official 
(standing) talk to human 
rights delegates about to 

accompany members of the 
resistance to the war zone. 

Resistance fig hters, 
including Miskito Indians, 
receive human rights 
instruction. 



the foundation of military courts," 
she explains. 

The ANPDH has recently com
pleted investigations on three out of 
six major cases of alleged resistance 
violations . The cases involved forced 
conscription of Sumo Indians, the 
execution of Sandinista soldiers in 
the Nicaraguan village ofCuapa, 
and the kidnapping of Nicaraguan 
Mennonite youths. 

In the Sumo case, some 18 Nica
raguan Indian refugees were psycho
logically pressured into joining an 
independent guerrilla band, 
although some of them say they 
joined voluntarily . The band was 
organized by a former FDN Indian 
combatant. The ANPDH report was 
given to the U .N. High Commis
sioner for Refugees in Honduras and 
the FDN military prosecutor. 

In the Cua pa case, patrols from 
the FDN Jorge Salazar Command 
were charged with entering Cuapa in 
August 1985, allegedly executing 11 
Sandinista soldiers and one civilian 
night watchman. The ANPDH 
investigation established that FDN 
patrols captured 12 Sandinista 
soldiers on August 2, 1985. Of those, 
four joined the FDN. The ANPDH 
heard testimony that the rest were 
taken to a nearby hill and shot. The 
results of the recently completed 
investigation have been turned over 
to an FDN military prosecutor. 

In March 1986, the Mennonite 
Central Committee claimed that the 
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FDN kidnapped four Nicaraguan 
Me::mcnita ye ths. The ANPDH 
~:-.u:::.d :..o evide:·;cs that any of them 
.v0re kid;1appe2 by the resistance. 
Two voluntarily joined the FDN, and 
the other two are repo_rtedly in refu
gee status in Honduras. 

The association is concluding in
vestigations into other allegations 
such as the El Nispero case involving 
civilian casualties by resistance 
forces. In addition, the ANPDH has 
received more than 30 denunciations 
from refugees and citizens still inside 
Nicaragua against Sandinista hu
man rights abuses. These have been 
turned over to the Inter-American 
Commission on Human Rights, Am
nesty International, and Americas 
Watch. 

Inquiries into Sandinista abuses 
require coordination with outside hu
man rights monitors since the Sandi
nista government has denied the 
ANPDH access inside Nicaragua. 
This denial has made investigations 
ofresistance violations difficult as 
well. 

Baltodano worked on an inform
al basis with the Permanent Com
mission on Human Rights while 
attending the Universidad Centro
americana. "When the Sandinistas 
took power, it was very strange to me 
that the office still had so many hu
man rights cases before it. They 
[CPDH] asked me to join it in a for
mal fashion. I thought a couple 
months would be sufficient to com-

plete the work," she says. "I became 
aware that human rights violations 
were not the result of an abrupt { 
change in government. It appeare 
it was a pattern of conduct or a polic,, 
of the new authorities." 

In October 1985, Baltodano left 
CPDH to attempt to create a human 
rights office within the Catholic 
Church. 

"The [Sandinista] government 
impeded the creation of this organi
zation within the Church. They con
fiscated the office, documents, funds, 
and started to persecute the people 
involved in that." Baltodano de
clined to make public some of the 
events that transpired because, she 
says, doing so would demoralize the 
victims and cause serious reper
cussions. 

In December 1985, Baltodano 
went into exile. D 

Sharon lsralow is tlu editor for tlu Office of 
Public Diplomacy in tlu State Department's 
Bureau of Inter-American Affairs. This report 
is based on a recent fact-finding trip t.o Central 
America. 
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