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Prologue 
One of the greatest contributions of academic work to policymaking is to bring 
objective evidence and clarity on questions importance to the nation.  Such work 
can be particularly impactful when it identifies risks, opportunities, and 
imperatives in terms of the objectives policymakers say they are pursuing.   
The Ortega-Murillo dictatorship has long been a problem for Nicaragua, its 
neighbors, and the region from the jailing and expulsion of regime opponents, to 
the repression of the church, NGOs, the press, and other elements of civil society, 
to military threats against neighbors such as Costa Rica, to the forced displacement 
of more than 600,000 of its residents as political and economic refugees.   

The Ortega-Murillo dictatorship also, however, is a strategic threat to the United 
States.  It has long and increasingly hosted military and other activities of concern 
by virtually all major U.S. extra-hemispheric adversaries, from Russia, to the 
People’s Republic of China (PRC) to Iran and Hezbollah, among others. 

In recent months, through its new National Security Strategy (NSS), National 
Defense Strategy (NDS), and the statements and actions of U.S. senior leaders, the 
second Trump Administration has articulated its vision for the importance of the 
Western Hemisphere, and its intention to deny extra-hemispheric U.S. adversaries 
influence and control over strategic terrain there.   

The present report is particularly opportune in its focus, its timing, and the 
particular way it uses evidence to show how the Ortega-Murillo dictatorship 
strategically threatens the United States, precisely in the way that the current 
Administration has said is unacceptable.  Secretary of State Marco Rubio’s April 
2026 statement that the Trump Administration would not allow “a foreign military 
or intelligence or security apparatus operating with impunity 90 miles off the 
shores of the United States,” referred to Cuba, yet the same logic would seem to 
apply to Nicaragua, which continues to host Russian military and space assets, as 
well as activities by the PRC, Iran, Hezbollah and multiple criminal actors in the 
largest, and bicoastal state straddling the Central American isthmus. 
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The evidence provided by the present report is publicly observable, well 
documented, and serves as a call-to-action for the current administration 
concerning threats that the Administration itself have said are unacceptable.  The 
Trump Administration, at the time of this writing, has numerous pressing 
priorities, from the Persian Gulf, to Venezuela, to Cuba, that may preclude a 
response to the Ortega-Murillo dictatorship that goes beyond diplomatic measures 
and economic sanctions.  Nonetheless, the present work is opportune and 
invaluable in bring evidence and clarity to bear on a grave strategic risk to the U.S. 
and the region that, sooner rather than later, in one manner or another, must be 
addressed. 

 
Evan Ellis 

Senior Non-Resident Fellow, Center for Strategic and International Studies 
(CSIS) 
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Executive Summary 
The Trump administration has made the Western Hemisphere and countering the 
threats emanating from the region a high national security priority. This is 
reflected in the removal of Venezuelan regime leader Nicolás Maduro in January 
2026, the kinetic action against small boats allegedly carrying cocaine off the 
Pacific and Caribbean coasts, the increasing pressure on the Cuban regime, and 
new efforts to form regional alliances with leaders aligned with the U.S. 
administration.  
 
As the Trump administration’s 2025 National Security Strategy outlined, the 
United States must “deny non-Hemispheric competitors the ability to position 
forces or otherthreatening capabilities, or to own or control strategically vital 
assets, in our Hemisphere… Non-Hemispheric competitors have made major 
inroads into our Hemisphere, both to disadvantage us economically in the present, 
and in ways that may harm us strategically in the future” (United States of 
America, 2025). 
 
But the Ortega-Murillo dictatorship in Nicaragua, allegedly the most 
unquestionable regime in the Western Hemisphere most closely allied with the 
strategic adversaries of the United States, appears to have gone relatively unnoticed 
and remains outside the key framework of strategic discussions. 
 
Nicaragua represents a hemispheric security threat because the Ortega-Murillo 
regime has converted the country into a platform for Russian, Chinese, Iranian, 
and hybrid threats and negative influences in Latin America. Evidence indicates 
that this risk goes beyond diplomacy and ideological alignment. The regime 
deliberately engages in military cooperation, strategic infrastructure development, 
disinformation networks, technological surveillance, mining sector expansion, 
illicit-finance risks, irregular migration, and transnational repression to strengthen 
its power while challenging U.S. and regional security. The regime harbors known 
terrorists such as Alessio Cassimirri, convicted of murdering former Italian prime 
minister Aldo Moro, and leaders of the Colombian Revolutionary Armed Forces 
(FARC) guerrillas who are part of the dissident groups that remain on the 
designated terrorism list of the U.S. State Department (Alberto, 2026). 
 
Russia remains the regime’s longest-standing and most deeply embedded security 
partner. Moscow’s influence is evident through military cooperation, police 
training, the presence of Russian personnel and vessels, GLONASS satellites, and 
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media coordination between Russian state media and the pro-Ortega 
communications apparatus. Together, these engagements reflect Russia’s strategy 
and the regime’s permissive environment, positioning Nicaragua as a platform of 
Moscow’s security interests in the Western Hemisphere. 
 

Since 2021, the Ortega-Murillo regime has allowed China to expand rapidly across 
Nicaragua’s sectors. The relationship ranges from a free trade agreement, the Belt 
and Road Initiative, major loan and credit commitments, critical infrastructure 
development with dual-use potential, police exchanges, and mining concessions, 
particularly in gold. Nicaragua now ranks as China’s primary strategic and 
ideological ally in Central America, which directly benefits the regime with 
financing, technological modernization, and diplomatic support. 
 
Iran’s presence remains to a lesser extent than Russia's and China's. However, 
Daniel Ortega and Rosario Murillo provide Tehran with Nicaragua being one of 
Iran’s most reliable partners in the Western Hemisphere due to diplomatic support 
and institutional access. In addition, the convergence of bilateral initiatives across 
diverse sectors also creates channels that may be utilized during heightened 
periods of U.S.-Iran tensions.  
 
Between 2022 and 2024, Nicaragua demonstrated its ability to exploit U.S. 
vulnerabilities through migration. Nicaragua was a major transit point for 
migrants from around the world traveling toward the U.S. southern border. This 
transit point expanded through air, land, and maritime routes aimed at bypassing 
the Darien Gap. This route also generated political pressure on the United States 
while providing another stream of revenue for the Ortega-Murillo regime through 
visas, transit permits, and salvoconductos. 
 
On July 19, 2026, dictator Daniel Ortega stated that elections would never be held 
in Nicaragua again, representing the public declaration of a one-party regime like 
the governance systems of Cuba and China. The United States and Central 
America must treat Nicaragua as a priority hemispheric security threat, instead of 
a regional democratic crisis. The United States should continue publicly 
denouncing the regime’s permissive environment, and continue to closely monitor 
Russian security cooperation, Chinese economic and infrastructure engagement, 
the weaponization of Nicaragua’s mining sector, Iranian support during 
heightened U.S.-Iran tensions, and the regime’s use of migration and hybrid tools 
to exploit hemispheric vulnerabilities.  
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Bottom Line Up Front (BLUF) 

The Ortega-Murillo dictatorship constitutes a tier-one security threat to the United 
States in the Western Hemisphere due to the regime’s strategic convergence center 
of alliances with Russia, China and Iran, as well as its engagement with 
transnational criminal organizations and illicit activities.  

Key Findings: 

§ The regime will likely continue leveraging Nicaragua’s geographic proximity 
to the United States to provide potential intelligence gathering platforms and 
the dissemination of surveillance technologies, primarily on behalf of Russia 
and other adversaries to weaken the United States and its regional allies. In 
addition, the regime serves as one of the hemisphere’s largest Russian 
disinformation and troll platforms, aimed at undermining regional democracy 
and rule of law; 

§ The People’s Republic of China’s (PRC) official and semi-official investments 
in gold mining, infrastructure and bilateral security assistance have positioned 
the Chinese state as Nicaragua’s main buffer against international sanctions 
and multilateral ostracism, while offering the largest U.S. strategic competitor 
an expanding platform for influence and intelligence operations. 

§ In addition to operational alliances with U.S. strategic competitors and 
enemies, the regime is a safe haven for terrorists, including Italian Red 
Brigades, FARC dissident structures, and Basque separatists. Some of the 
regime’s sanctioned leadership maintain direct ties to groups in the Middle 
East, including Iran and Hezbollah. 

§ The regime has served and continues to serve as a primary center for illicit 
financial operations, including illicit gold exports for transnational criminal 
and terrorist groups, Russian money laundering structures and money 
laundering for the Venezuelan Maduro regime, and reaping millions of dollars 
by sponsoring irregular migrants trying to reach the southern border of the 
United States. 

 

All of these activities aimed at attacking U.S. interests and providing support 
for U.S. adversaries are likely to accelerate in the 2026-2030 period if the regime 
consolidates its plans of creating a family dynasty and, as Ortega announced, 
holding no more elections. 

However, there are significant tools for the U.S. and its regional and 
multilateral partners to use to further pressure the regime and accelerate a 
transition to democratic governance under the rule of law, but in order to 
advance such efforts must be strategic, coordinated, sustained and centered in 
the U.S. policy priorities in Latin America 
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Hybrid Threat and Authoritarian 
Platform 
During Nicaragua’s civil war (1979-1990) the Sandinista National Liberation Front 
(FSLN), led by Ortega, cultivated close military, intelligence, and economic ties 
with the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR) and Cuba, the Soviet’s primary 
regional proxy. He also declared the Sandinista and Iranian revolutions of 1979 
“twin revolutions” with “the same objectives” (Confidencial, 2026). With the loss 
of the 1990 elections in Nicaragua and the concurrent collapse of the Soviet Union, 
the relationship suffered severe disruptions. 

However, the return of the FSLN and Ortega to power in 2007 coincided with the 
consolidation of new Russian strategic understanding and renewed interest in the 
region, formalized in the Primakov Doctrine of 1997. A modern concept of 
warfighting that operationalizes the Primakov doctrine was articulated in 2013 by 
General Valery Gerasimov, chief of the general staff of the Russian armed forces 
and commander of Russian operations in Ukraine. Gerasimov holds that modern 
warfighting necessitates a hybrid or nonlinear response involving a changing 
combination of multiple, primarily offensive forms of fighting, largely non-kinetic, 
including the components of intelligence, economic, diplomatic and information 
warfare. Gerasimov has said that “new challenges require rethinking the forms 
and modes of warfare” to identify ones that are highly adaptable to the 
circumstances. (Farah & Ortiz, 2023) 
 
Central to understanding the Primakov doctrine and the ensuing rapprochement 
with Ortega and other Latin America allies is the Russian understanding that the 
former Soviet Union comprises Russia’s “near abroad,” where it has both the 
natural right and strategic necessity of maintaining primacy, now under attack by 
the U.S. and the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO). In order to counter 
NATO and U.S. activities near Russia’s near abroad (Crimea, Ukraine), Russia 
must have a presence of the “near abroad” of the United States, which is Latin 
America. 
 

In this context of Primakov and Gerasimov, the willingness of the Ortega-Murillo 
regime’s state sponsorship of efforts to counter the United States include but are 
not limited to:  

• its history of facilitating irregular migration towards the U.S.-Mexico 
border; 

• shielding illicit economic activities that aid U.S. adversaries while 
weakening U.S. influence; 

• providing massive state supported money laundering structures for 
Russia and its allies, and the secure physical intelligence structures under 
Russian control operating in Nicaragua (i.e. GLONASS) are all forms of 
irregular or nonlinear warfare. 
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Within the Primakov/Gerasimov doctrine of hybrid warfare, one can and must 
seek to manipulate the decisions of foreign governments or populations by 
combining diplomatic, economic, media, and social tools to promote long-term 
strategic objectives. Similarly, another method is transforming civilian projects 
into potential military strategic applications, giving another country the advantage 
of expanding monitoring capabilities, access, or the projection of influence (Ellis, 
2024). The convergence of these tools in Nicaragua, where the definition of the 
common enemy–the United States–align, remains concerning due to the 
cooperation of the Ortega-Murillo regime with its principal allies: Cuba, 
Venezuela, Russia, China, and Iran. In this context, the Sandinista dictatorship has 
evolved into a platform that leverages multiple hybrid warfare mechanisms. 

Among these are the exploitation of illicit markets, as illicit economies can provide 
financial resources, logistical channels, and transnational networks that facilitate 
influence activities and the evasion of state controls. These markets can also 
weaken public institutions and increase corruption and instability. Similarly, some 
states exercise technological coercion through digital infrastructure, 
telecommunications, or surveillance to expand a state's capacity for influence. 
These tools can strengthen mechanisms of political control, the collection of 
personal data, and the monitoring of actors considered adversaries. 

Authoritarian regimes and dictatorships can also use diplomatic institutions and 
migration services to exert pressure on nationals abroad including dozens of front 
organizations with direct ties to the Russian state (Farah & Ortiz, 2023). This 
occurs through the denial or delay of identity documents, restrictions on consular 
services, surveillance of exiled communities, and other measures intended to limit 
the political activity of opponents outside national territory.  

One of Russia’s most successful, low cost and high impact strategies has been the 
use of disinformation on a massive scale in Latin America, and a strategy in which 
Nicaragua plays a prominent role as a platform and replicator of the 
disinformation. This information operations ecosystem, understood as “a set of 
institutions designed to influence the activities of diverse actors in the global 
information space,” is active in Latin America today, where Moscow is attempting 
to counterbalance the paramount U.S. influence in the region by painting U.S. 
interests as exclusively exploitative and irredeemably extractionist, and supportive 
of repressive regimes when it suits global U.S. hegemonic interests (Farah & Ortiz, 
2023). 
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Extra-regional Authoritarian Platform 

Since the repression of the 2018 civic protests and the deterioration of democratic 
institutions in the country, the regime has notably deepened its defense alignment 
with Russia, its economic alignment with China, and its ideological alignment 
with Iran through respective government to government agreements. These 
mechanisms may result in increasing Nicaragua's strategic utility, in geopolitical 
terms, to facilitate the influence and projection of these U.S. adversaries in the 
hemisphere. Ortega-Murillo regime may have taken advantage of the global focus 
on other international developments (tensions in the Middle East and the 
Venezuelan crisis) to deepen strategic relationships and expand cooperation with 
actors that represent challenges to regional security and U.S. interests. This makes 
Nicaragua valuable for the projects it hosts and the operating space it willingly 
provides.1 

 
Authoritarian Cooperation: Analytical Framework 

In Central America’s case, authoritarian cooperation refers to creation of a bloc of 
ideologically agnostic and deeply criminalized authoritarian regimes, spanning the 
self-identified FSLN of Ortega-Murillo on the left and Nayib Bukele’s self-
identification with populist movements, to coalesce into a coordinated effort to 
transfer repressive, technological, and institutional capabilities evade 
international sanctions, protect themselves in multilateral forums and  reduce 
vulnerabilities to external pressure. In this context, Nicaragua's significance lies 
less in its natural resources than its geographic proximity to the United States and 
the regime’s stability to allow the strategic adversaries of the United States joint 
access to that proximity. 

Such cooperation is visible across the hemisphere, but in Nicaragua it can be traced 
with precision. Beginning in 2018, the Russians provided the Ortega-Murillo 
regime with sophisticated Protei SORM-3 surveillance technology and training to 
use it, greatly expanding the regime’s repressive capabilities. (Farah & FIU, 2024). 
Then in 2025, as economic and technological cooperation grew with China, the 
National Assembly approved Law No. 1223, expanding the authorities of the 
Nicaraguan Institute of Telecommunications and Postal Services (TELCOR). 
Under this legal framework, TELCOR has the authority to collect personal data, 
intercept communications, geolocate users, and require "No Objection" certificates 
for certain technological equipment (Confidencial, 2025). Alongside these 
expanded authorities, TELCOR has continued suspending licenses, media outlets, 
and other independent platforms throughout the country (Confidencial, 2026). 

 
1 Author interview with Douglas Farah, President of IBI Consultants, June 30, 2026. Farah emphasized that 
Nicaragua’s high level of territorial and institutional control allows the regime to provide protection, 
predictability, and limited scrutiny to foreign and illicit actors. 
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Like its regional and extra-regional allies, the Ortega-Murillo regime appears to 
function as a criminal enterprise rather than a state in the Westphalian sense. One 
of its largest criminal undertakings was the laundering of billions of dollars 
transferred on paper by the Venezuelan state oil company Petróleos de Venezuela 
(PDVSA), to the Ortega regime through Albanisa, a subsidiary of PDVSA. 
Financial investigators found Albanisa, controlled by Francisco “Chico” López, an 
Ortega financial fixer, laundered billions of dollars by claiming the funds, much of 
it originating with Colombia’s FARC guerrillas, were invested in non-existent 
mega projects. The most famous was the Supremo Sueño de Bolivar (Bolivar’s 
Supreme Dream) refinery. While hundreds of millions of dollars were supposedly 
invested in the project, it never materialized and the money was rerouted to 
international money launder havens and Ortega-controlled Nicaraguan banks. 
(Farah, 2016). 
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The anti-American legacy of Daniel 
Ortega and Rosario Murillo  
 

The Ortega-Murillo regime seeks political survival through closer integration into 
an anti-Western bloc capable of providing political legitimacy, technological 
cooperation, security assistance, and diplomatic support. For the FSLN, anti-
imperialism has served as a central factor driving an increasingly close ideological 
alignment with U.S. adversaries (“Burning with a Deadly Heat”: NewsHour 
Coverage of the Hot Wars of the Cold War, n.d.). Since the 1979 Sandinista 
Revolution, the FSLN has championed an explicit rupture with U.S. hegemony in 
Central America and established the foundations of a foreign policy oriented 
toward governments and blocs opposed to Washington. 

When Ortega returned to power in 2007, his anti-imperialist doctrine was renewed 
through Nicaragua's accession to the Bolivarian Alliance for the Peoples of Our 
America (ALBA), a regional organization promoting the political and economic 
integration of Latin American and Caribbean countries ideologically aligned with 
Venezuelan leader Hugo Chavez’s 21st Century socialism project that rejected U.S. 
influence in the hemisphere (elEconomista.es, 2007). Over time, anti-imperialism 
has intensified. In parallel, Nicaragua transformed into a fully consolidated 
dictatorship after the 2018 political crisis.  
 
Since then, fundamental U.S. interests in the country, including the rule of law and 
the protection of civil liberties, have increasingly been violated by Nicaraguan 
institutions (International Crisis Group, 2026). Nicaragua’s lack of extractable 
resources within the framework of the Trump administration’s transactional 
foreign policy has lessened Nicaragua’s perceived strategic significance. The 
resulting international isolation appears to have also pushed the regime toward 
greater structural dependence on direct support from Moscow, Beijing, and Tehran 
(Berg, 2024), while Washington is far less attentive to the strategic threat.  
 
The importance of these alliances was visible in the ability of Russia and China to 
work together in 2018 to gut efforts by the United States and the European Union 
(EU) of imposing sanctions on the regime for its massive human rights violations. 
Without Russian diplomatic backing in multilateral forums, Chinese capital in 
development projects, and Iranian parallel networks, Daniel Ortega and Rosario 
Murillo would have significantly less capacity to withstand the accumulated 
pressure from Washington and the broader international community.  
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Moscow and Managua 
 
According to U.S. Secretary of State Marco Rubio, Nicaragua is among the 
principal bases of operations in the Western Hemisphere.2 Since Soviet support for 
the FSLN following the 1979 Revolution and the reactivation of the relationship 
after Ortega's return to power in 2007, Russia has invested considerably in 
Nicaragua's security and defense sectors at relatively low financial cost. These 
initiatives are based on military, police, and intelligence cooperation that appears 
intended to position Nicaragua as a geostrategic platform for deepening ties that 
challenge critical U.S. interests, including regional surveillance platforms 
operating in Cerro Mokorón and elsewhere in the country under direct Russian 
control.  With the removal of Nicolás Maduro in Venezuela and Cuba’s deepening 
economic crisis, Nicaragua is the Kremlin’s indispensable security partner in the 
hemisphere (Solano, 2024). 

Since 2007, the relationship between Nicaragua and Russia has established 
precedents that continue to shape bilateral cooperation. According to Expediente 
Abierto’s Huella estratégica de Rusia en Nicaragua: Influencias blandas, agudas y 
duras en el régimen de Daniel Ortega, between 2007 and 2015, Moscow allocated 
approximately $150 million in grants for projects related to wheat, public 
transportation, and equipment for Nicaragua's National System for Disaster 
Prevention. At the same time, between 2007 and 2023, Nicaragua acquired 
approximately $134 million in Russian weaponry (Expediente Abierto, 2026a). As 
traditional flows of economic cooperation declined, the bilateral relationship has 
acquired an increasingly strategic character, looking for high returns on low cost 
investments as Russia’s financial situation has deteriorated. 

One of the first geopolitical signals of Nicaragua's shift toward Russia was its 
recognition of South Ossetia and Abkhazia in 2008.3 The Expediente Abierto 
report4  characterizes this relationship as a low-cost partnership based on 
propaganda, security cooperation, and mutual political benefit among 
authoritarian governments. By opposing the broader international consensus, 
Nicaragua joined a small group of countries aligned with the Russian position. This 
pattern appeared more evident following Russia's full-scale invasion of Ukraine in 
2022, when the Ortega-Murillo regime recognized occupied Ukrainian territories 
as part of Russia (Rouvinski, 2023). 

In 2013, the Gregory Zhukov Training Center was inaugurated, intended to train 
Nicaraguan officers with Russian support (Interfax, 2013). In 2017, this support 
continued with the inauguration of the now U.S.- sanctioned Training Center of 

 
2 During a congressional testimony on January 28, 2026. 
3 Syria, Venezuela, Russia, and Nauru are the only four other nations that have recognized South Ossetia and 
Abkhasia. 
4 Russia and Nicaragua: A Peculiar Relationship Threatening Security and Democracy in the Western Hemisphere 

https://www.expedienteabierto.org/huella-estrategica-de-rusia-en-nicaragua/
https://www.expedienteabierto.org/huella-estrategica-de-rusia-en-nicaragua/
https://www.laprensani.com/2026/01/28/english/3614698-marco-rubio-identifies-nicaragua-as-a-russian-operations-base-in-the-western-hemisphere
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the Russian Ministry of the Interior, oriented toward continued coordination with 
Nicaraguan authorities (U.S. Department of the Treasury, 2024). That same year, 
Russia also established a GLONASS satellite system station, already under 
sanction for providing dual use espionage capabilities and operated by Roscosmos, 
a few kilometers from the U.S. Embassy in Managua (Expediente Abierto, 2026). 
The Russian center, publicly identified as property of the Russian Ministry of 
Interior (Farah & FIU, 2024) has been identified as strengthening the regime’s 
repressive capabilities, with Daniel Ortega recognizing its utility to “better 
confront the coup plotters,” referring to the 2018 protesters (Newsroom Infobae, 
2022).  

Since 2022, Nicaragua has continually authorized the temporary entry of around 
350 Russian military personnel–categorized as counternarcotics trainers–as well 
as vessels, and aircraft under the guise of humanitarian assistance, disaster 
response, and counternarcotics operations to operate in the country (CBS News, 
2022). The May 2026 authorization included Russia, the United States, and other 
partner countries. It renewed these permissions, specifically permitting Russian 
military personnel to conduct training exercises, exchange expertise with the 
Nicaraguan Army, and participate in maritime counternarcotics operations 
(Heredia, 2026). Russia's military relationship extends beyond these recurring 
authorizations.  

Russia’s Federation Council also ratified a military cooperation agreement with 
Nicaragua (Kremlin, 2026). In addition, these developments have also generated 
regional concern, with Costa Rica's foreign minister raising Russia's military 
presence in Nicaragua before the Organization of American States in June 2026 
(Iglesias, 2026). This dimension could expand Moscow’s margins of strategic access 
in Central America.  

Since Nicaragua’s 2018 protests, the regime reinforced its surveillance and control 
capabilities, providing sophisticated Protei SORM 3 tracking and monitoring 
capabilities to allow the rapid identification of protest leaders through their 
telephones. (Farah & FIU, 2024). This highlights the vital and destructive internal 
dimension of the regime’s cooperation with Russia (Solano, 2023). Laureano 
Ortega Murillo, the son of the ruling couple, has served as the regime’s special 
representative for Russian affairs. On behalf of Nicaragua in Russian agreements, 
he has signed a “mutual protection pact”, a memorandum on “biological security,” 
and a friendship agreement between Managua and Donetsk5 (Confidencial, 2025). 
Through these bilateral tools, cooperation expanded beyond the military sphere 
toward areas linked to legal and political control, potentially strengthening the 
regime’s survival. 

 
5 Donetsk is a Russian-occupied city in the east of Ukraine. 
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Russian influence is also projected through the national media and cultural 
ecosystem. Since 2022, Reporters without Borders identified Nicaragua as a 
regional hub that expands Russian propaganda due to Moscow embedding itself in 
the content and production methods of Nicaraguan state outlets especially with 
the current absence of independent media (Reporters without Borders, 2025; 
Solano, 2022). According to Expediente Abierto, between 2023 and 2024, Russian 
state media outlets RT en Español and Sputnik actively participated in training 
programs directed at journalists, radio hosts, content producers, and young 
Nicaraguans (Expediente Abierto, 2026a). Daniel Edmundo Ortega Murillo has 
been identified as a key player in expanding U.S. adversarial disinformation 
strategy in Latin America as the head of Nicaragua’s Council of Communication 
and Citizenship. He has been involved in efforts to train more than 1,000 media 
creators and journalists across the region to disseminate pro-Russia narratives 
through platforms including RT en Español and Sputnik Mundo (La Prensa, 2026). 
Expert interviews also raised concern that informal Russian-linked networks may 
operate alongside formal state cooperation.6 Altogether, these engagements may 
amplify repression against the independent press while reproducing authoritarian 
narratives.  

Russian influence in Nicaragua is sustained through a diversified strategy 
employing multiple instruments. Based on a review of Nicaraguan state media, 
Expediente Abierto7 documented 411 incidents of Russian influence between 2008 
and 2025. Of these, 335 corresponded to soft power, 53 to hard power, and 23 to 
sharp power (Expediente Abierto, 2026a). Collectively, these findings indicate that 
Russia relies on a combination of strategic presence, institutional cooperation, 
propaganda dissemination, diplomacy, and cultural networks to sustain its 
influence in Nicaragua. 

  

 
6 Author interview with Douglas Farah, President of IBI Consultants, June 30, 2026. Farah discussed Russian-
linked criminal actors, money-moving networks, and disinformation/troll activity in Nicaragua. 
7 Huella estratégica de Rusia en Nicaragua: Influencias blandas, agudas y duras en el régimen de Daniel Ortega 

https://www.expedienteabierto.org/huella-estrategica-de-rusia-en-nicaragua/
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China’s advancements in Nicaragua 
Nicaragua has emerged as the Chinese Communist Party's (CCP) principal 
strategic partner in Central America, where Beijing's influence has expanded 
rapidly in recent years through economic and diplomatic agreements (Global 
Times, 2023). This relationship has strengthened the Ortega-Murillo regime's 
authoritarian resilience while expanding Beijing's economic, technological, and 
institutional influence in the region, generating implications for regional security 
and the strategic interests of the United States. 

After more than three decades of recognizing the Republic of China (Taiwan), the 
Ortega-Murillo regime severed diplomatic relations with Taipei in December 2021 
(Reuters, 2021). This decision resulted in the official recognition of the People's 
Republic of China and opened the door to a rapid deepening of ties between 
Managua and Beijing through free trade agreements, bilateral cooperation, and 
Nicaragua's accession to the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI).  

Beijing over Taipei 

In effect since January 2024, the China-Nicaragua Free Trade Agreement 
immediately eliminated tariffs on approximately 60% of bilateral goods, with a path 
toward 95% in the long term (China International Import Expo, 2024). Chinese 
consumers gained preferential tariff access to exports of beef, coffee, and cacao, 
while Nicaragua received a flow of Chinese machinery, electronics, and textiles 
that compete directly with Nicaraguan production. Highlighted with the 2026 
Expediente Abierto report Comercio asimétrico con China: ¿Por qué pierde 
Centroamérica?, it found that China accounted for only 1.31% of Central American 
exports in 2024 while supplying 17.04% of the region's imports, reinforcing 
Beijing's role primarily as a supplier rather than a major destination for regional 
exports (Expediente Abierto, 2026b). For every dollar Managua sold, it ended up 
buying more than $23 in return (Expediente Público & Saenz, 2026).  

Beyond trade, China has become an important creditor for Nicaragua by financing 
and constructing infrastructure projects, including airports, roads, and logistics 
infrastructure. Between 2023 and 2025 alone, the regime signed 11 loan 
commitments with Chinese institutions totaling approximately $1.437 billion, but 
the terms require repayment of more than $2 billion due to interest rates often 
between 4% and 6%, short 15-year repayment periods, origination fees, and 
advance-payment clauses in favor of Chinese firms (Ellis, 2026).  

One of the most notable projects is the rehabilitation of the Punta Huete airfield to 
transform this facility into a Category 4F international airport capable of receiving 

https://www.expedienteabierto.org/comercio-asimetrico-con-china/
https://www.expedienteabierto.org/comercio-asimetrico-con-china/
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large aircraft (El 19 Digital, 2024). Although the regime maintains that this project 
seeks to attract foreign investment and expand the country's air connectivity, 
questions persist regarding the strategic implications that infrastructure of this 
magnitude could have in the future. The project was awarded to 
Sinomach/CAMCE and is significant since Punta Huete was originally conceived 
during the Cold War to receive large military aircraft, while its runway capacity 
exceeds the current needs of Nicaragua’s airport system (Expediente Abierto, 
2026c). Concerns lie in potential future utility8.  

With regard to critical infrastructure, the regime also contracted the Chinese state-
owned enterprise CHINAICTC to modernize Nicaragua’s main Pacific port, 
Corinto, to expand cargo-handling capacity and strengthen direct maritime 
connectivity with China (Expediente Abierto, 2026c). Although this development 
is presented as a commercial investment, stronger Chinese involvement in ports 
likely adds a strategic dimension for Beijing, especially if standards may be adapted 
for the Chinese military. 

Technological cooperation has also emerged as one of the principal pillars of the 
bilateral relationship, supported by Chinese telecommunications companies, 
digital connectivity initiatives, and technological modernization projects for the 
Sandinista state. This cooperation accelerated after Nicaragua signed a Digital 
Transformation and 5G Technologies Plan with Huawei in late 2023 to expand 
cooperation in areas including 5G, artificial intelligence, cloud computing, 
cybersecurity, smart cities, and digital talent development (Bloomberg Línea, 2025; 
La Prensa, 2023).9  

These investments possess dual-use characteristics because of their potential 
capacity to process large volumes of information, centralize databases, and 
strengthen state monitoring capabilities (Ellis, 2026). As noted above, the PRC now 
has direct access through TELCOR to a vast amount of personal information of 
Nicaragua’s citizens. 

 

  

 
8 Author interview with Dr. Robert Evan Ellis, Research Professor of Latin American Studies, U.S. Army War College 
Strategic Studies Institute, June 2026. Ellis emphasized that Chinese-backed infrastructure in Nicaragua should be 
assessed according to potential future utility during a strategic crisis, not only on its current stated commercial 
function. 
9 The United States enforces a comprehensive ban on Huawei which blocks imports of its telecommunications 
equipment and restricts the export of advanced American technology to the company because of national 
security concerns.  
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In recent years, both governments have also participated in journalist delegations, 
police cooperation, and training initiatives10. In 2025, China Media Group (CMG) 
and the Council of Communication and Citizenship signed a cooperation 
agreement. This agreement entailed new initiatives including journalist exchanges 
and technological cooperation, while journalists traveled to training programs in 
China focused on media management and digital communication (El 19 Digital, 
2025; TN8, 2025).  

Since 2022, China, like Russia, has actively engaged the Nicaraguan National 
Police. This cooperation ranges from equipment donations, senior-level meetings 
between Chinese officials and U.S. sanctioned Nicaraguan police officials, and 
cooperation in public security and justice (El 19 Digital, 2022; El 19 Digital, 2024a; 
El 19 Digital, 2024b; El 19 Digital, 2025a). More importantly, Nicaraguan officers 
have received training from China’s Ministry of Public Security (MPS) on covering 
criminalistics, drones, and martial arts (El 19 Digital, 2024b).  

  

 
10  In the defense sphere, Nicaragua and China have developed relatively few significant military cooperation 
projects comparable to those observed with Russia. 
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Graphic 1.  GOLD EXPORTS OF NICARAGUA, 2015-2025 

 

Gold, mining, and illicit finance 
Nicaragua has developed a consequential economic foothold through the gold 
sector. Through its expansion into one of the Ortega-Murillo regime's most 
profitable sectors, Beijing has established an unprecedented economic presence in 
Nicaragua through the mining industry. As of June 2026, 19 Chinese companies 
control over 1.27 million hectares through 84 allotments, equivalent to more than 
8.5% of Nicaragua's territory, across protected natural areas and Indigenous and 
Afro-descendant territories (Parada, 2026). In addition, since 2024, not a single 
mining concession has been approved for a non-Chinese or non-regime-affiliated 
company (Sánchez, 2026).  

For China, access to gold can contribute to broader financial diversification 
strategies aimed at reducing dependence on the U.S. dollar (Devitt & Yao, 2025). 
With nearly $2 billion in exports in 2025, gold represents one of Nicaragua's 
principal sources of revenue and its most valuable export (Banco Central de 
Nicaragua, 2026). The expansion of the mining sector provides immediate 
economic benefits for the regime while further strengthening China's presence 
within a strategically important sector. 
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China's growing participation has also generated concern among foreign mining 
companies already established in Nicaragua. In recent years, industry actors have 
reported delayed acquisitions and legal reforms that have facilitated the expansion 
of companies linked to Chinese interests (Bermúdez, 2025). These developments 
have coincided with a series of constitutional reforms that have increased the 
state's authority to grant mining concessions with limited public oversight; one 
report highlights that at least five laws have been amended between 2022 and 2025 
to facilitate the expansion of Chinese mining interests, including weakening 
environmental review and consultation requirements (Palacio, 2026). Some of 
these companies have engaged with the U.S. market. La Prensa reported that 
XinXin Linze exported $25.6 million in gold to Miami between January and August 
2025 despite not owning mines or processing plants (La Prensa, 2026). 

Chinese mining concessions have also been identified as a potential mechanism 
for evading U.S. sanctions. Previous investigations by Expediente Abierto 
documented how some concessions were granted to Chinese companies through 
processes characterized by limited transparency, delayed publication of official 
information, and the transfer of assets previously linked to sanctioned entities. One 
of the most significant cases involved Zhong Fu Development S.A., a Chinese 
mining company that received a concession previously controlled by COMINTSA, 
a company managed by operators close to the Ortega-Murillo regime, only months 
before COMINTSA was sanctioned by the U.S. Department of the Treasury 
(Bermúdez, 2025). 

These tensions reached a new high in 2026 when the processing facilities of the 
U.S.-British company BHMB Mining were confiscated and subsequently 
transferred to Zhong Fu Development. According to the U.S. Department of the 
Treasury, this measure was carried out in tandem with Nicaragua's sanctioned 
Ministry of Energy and Mines, which ordered the plant's immediate closure under 
allegations of unpaid mining taxes (U.S. Department of the Treasury, 2026). Assets 
valued over $80 million were seized after Chinese nationals affiliated with Zhong 
Fu and Santa Rita Mining forcibly occupied the facility, captured by the plant's 
own surveillance cameras (U.S. Department of the Treasury, 2026). 

The measure prompted a rapid response from the White House, which responded 
with sanctions (U.S. Department of the Treasury, 2026). By May 2026, the regime 
restored the concession to BHMB, a move analysts attributed to mounting 
international pressure, including a claim filed before the World Bank’s 
International Center for Settlement of Investment Disputes (ICSID), which has 
seen similar cases related to seizures in Nicaragua before (Jus Mundi, 2026).  

Indigenous and Afro-descendant communities in the Caribbean Coast of 
Nicaragua have faced serious consequences and threats to human life due to the 
apparent involvement of the Chinese mining companies (Aburto et al., 2026). 
Expediente Público documented land seizures increasing since 2010, with 2015, 
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2020, and 2021 being the most violent years, when at least 61 Indigenous people 
were killed since 2011 due to land conflicts with settlers (Expediente Público, 
2021).  

Beyond Nicaraguan borders, the instability linked to Chinese mining concessions 
has expanded to Costa Rica. Between 3,000 and 5,000 artisanal miners cross the 
San Juan River into Costa Rica to extract gold illegally resulting in losses of 
approximately $252 million annually from the activity (Sánchez, 2026). In 
addition, illegal mining has grown to over 3,000 hectares with gold-bearing 
material being processed inside mining concessions of Thomas Metal S.A. 
(Sánchez, 2026).11 The issue creates a direct dilemma for Costa Rica, they can 
navigate the San Juan River for commercial purposes but not with armed forces, 
which forces police to reach the extraction zones by land through routes that 
require hours on foot (Sánchez, 2026).  
 
In addition, past allegations of Nicaragua’s role in laundering Venezuelan gold 
have raised concern. The Center for Strategic and International Studies reported 
that Nicolas Maduro allegedly evaded sanctions by laundering illicitly mined gold 
with the help of Nicaragua (Berg & Rios, 2022). The process allegedly involved 
Nicaragua receiving Venezuelan gold bars that were later processed by the U.S.-
sanctioned Empresa Nicaragüense de Minas (ENIMINAS) and labeled as 
exportable Nicaraguan gold for the international market (Berg & Rios, 2022). The 
analysis also argued how gold can be useful in sanctions evasion due to the 
challenges with tracing origins and supply chains. As shown in Graphic 1, gold 
exports nearly quadrupled from $497.8 million in 2019 to $1.971 billion by 2025, 
noting how a larger gold sector may offer room for externally sourced gold to move 
undetected across international markets. Gold should be treated as a strategic 
revenue and sanctions-adaptation issue, not only an export commodity.12 

  

 
11 Thomas Metal S.A. is one of 19 Chinese mining companies based in Nicaragua. 
12 Author interview with Douglas Farah, President of IBI Consultants, June 30, 2026. Farah identified illicit gold, 
Venezuelan and Colombian criminal networks, Chinese-linked commercial channels, and sanctions adaptation as 
mechanisms through which the Ortega-Murillo regime may preserve access to revenue. 
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Nicaragua as Iran’s point of entry to 
the Western Hemisphere 
 

Nicaragua is one of the few countries in the Western Hemisphere that has opened 
its doors to the Islamic Republic of Iran. The fact that their "twin revolutions" both 
occurred in 1979 helped establish an ideological foundation that the Ortega-
Murillo regime has reactivated since its return to power in 2007. Since then, 
Nicaragua has increasingly served as a platform for expanding Iranian engagement 
in the Western Hemisphere, where Tehran's interests have received consistent 
diplomatic support. In November 2025, Nicaragua joined a joint declaration with 
Russia, China, Cuba, and Belarus in support of Iran's nuclear program before the 
International Atomic Energy Agency (MFA Russia, 2025). 

A key interlocutor between the regime and Iran is Lashtar Mohammed, the 
nephew of Libya’s Moammar Gadaffi, and serves as the Nicaraguan ambassador to 
Algeria,  Egypt, Jordan, Kuwait, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, and the United Arab 
Emirates. Mohammed was designated by the U.S. Treasury Department in 
November 2021 for his involvement in illicit economic activities supporting the 
regime (U.S. Department of the Treasury, 2021). 

Expediente Público's investigation, Nicaragua: Iran's Gateway to Latin America, 
documented 44 bilateral agreements since 2007 across sectors identified as having 
potential dual-use applications. These projects range from energy and 
infrastructure to health and technology; however, implementation of many of 
these agreements has remained limited or non-existent. 

  

https://www.expedientepublico.org/nicaragua-la-plataforma-de-iran-en-america-latina/
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What Nicaragua offers Iran is difficult to replicate elsewhere in the Western 
Hemisphere. It offers strategic access to a region critical to U.S. national security 
and a level of institutional opacity that may facilitate dual-use cooperation. Iranian 
actors often rely on intermediaries’ cover to pursue broader strategic objectives 
(Expediente Público, 2026). The pattern of "diplomacy first, commerce second" 
mirrors the trajectory previously observed in Venezuela, and Nicaragua appears to 
be following a similar path. Telecommunications agreements and information-
sharing initiatives have already begun taking effect within public institutions, 
including cooperation between Nicaragua's Supreme Court and Iran's Ministry of 
Justice involving judicial exchanges and legal cooperation.  

Following the decline of Nicolás Maduro's regional influence, Nicaragua appears 
to have assumed a more prominent role within Iran's network of influence in the 
Western Hemisphere. Longstanding ties between the Ortega regime and 
Hezbollah, and increased pressure on Cuba and Venezuela have made Nicaragua 
a more attractive strategic alternative for Tehran (Expediente Público, 2026). This 
assessment is reinforced by leaked U.S. intelligence documents reported by The 
New York Times in 2023, which indicated that senior Nicaraguan officials 
expressed interest in deepening ties with Tehran during Iranian Foreign Minister 
Hossein Amir-Abdollahian's visit to Managua (Yee, 2023). Nicaragua has largely 
avoided attracting sustained international scrutiny while gradually expanding its 
strategic value to Iran. 

More recently, heightened tensions between the United States and Iran in 2026 
have added urgency to the analysis of the Managua-Tehran relationship. For 
instance, rather than distancing itself from Tehran, the Ortega-Murillo regime 
publicly reaffirmed its support for Iran, with Daniel Ortega going as far as to state 
that President Trump suffers from "mental derangement” (Olivares, 2026). In 
addition, Nicaragua was among the 70 countries that attended the funeral services 
of Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, with the participation of the Ortega-Murillo regime’s 
Foreign Minister, Valdrack Jaentschke (Khamenei Media, 2026). These responses 
provide an indication of the extent to which the regime appears willing to align 
itself with Tehran during periods of heightened tensions between Iran and the 
United States. 
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Nicaragua’s use of irregular 
migration as a hybrid instrument 
Just as the Ortega-Murillo regime has exploited vulnerable populations, it has also 
increasingly used migration and the irregular movement of people as an 
instrument of state policy. In recent years, the regime allowed the large-scale 
transit of migrants bound for the politically contested U.S. southern border when 
doing so aligned with its own interests and those of its extra regional allies–the 
destabilization of the United States. At the same time, thousands of Nicaraguans 
live with the fear of being unable to return to their own country following the exile 
and denationalization of tens of thousands of citizens.  

This strategy became most visible between 2022 and 2024, when Nicaragua was 
named a "trampoline" for migrants seeking expedited routes to the U.S. southern 
border. Although these flows have declined significantly following the 
reimposition of visa restrictions by the regime amid increasing U.S. pressure, this 
case should be understood within the framework of a hybrid threat rather than as 
an accusation against migrants themselves.  

Following increased U.S. attention on Latin American governments over 
migration, the Ortega-Murillo regime coincidentally reversed its open migration 
policy by ending visa-on-arrival entry on travelers of 128 different countries 
(Adubiina, 2026; Sandoval, 2026). Many of these travelers likely entered Nicaragua 
as one of the principal transit points to the United States. These measures, together 
with the tightening of U.S. border policies, significantly reduced the operational 
attractiveness of the Nicaraguan route. 

The facilitation of migrant flows appears to have generated revenue for the state 
and networks associated with the movement of people. El País reported that in 
2023 the General Directorate of Migration and Immigration (DGME) collected 
approximately $43.5 million under the category of "other service fees," during a 
period marked by increased migrant transit (Aburto et al., 2023). While tourists 
usually pay a fee of $10, the migration corridor generated additional revenue 
through the salvoconducto, or a temporary permit framed as a migration fine that 
allowed migrants to continue north (Pallais Arana, 2024). According to 
Nicaragua’s Ministry of Finance, tourism visas and transit permits generated about 
$52 million in 2023, five times the 2019 level. In addition, calculations using 
Honduran entry data place the “other service fee” revenue closer to $65.9 million 
for 2023 (Pallais Arana, 2024). For the Ortega-Murillo regime, the migration route 
has also increased pressure on Washington and raised the political costs 
surrounding one of the most divisive issues in U.S. domestic politics.  
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Since 2021, the General Directorate of Migration and Immigration has served as 
the principal instrument of transnational repression against individuals 
considered "threats" by the regime (Group of Human Rights Experts on Nicaragua, 
2025). These individuals include journalists, scholars, political opponents, relatives 
of victims of repression, members of the Catholic Church, and human rights 
defenders (Group of Human Rights Experts on Nicaragua, 2025). In practice, this 
category has been applied so broadly that virtually anyone seeking to travel to 
Nicaragua may be denied entry under criteria established by the ruling party 
(Expediente Público, 2026). Expediente Público has described this system as a 
"factory of the exiled," in which Nicaraguans prevented from returning become 
stranded in third countries, often without support networks, effective consular 
protection, or clear mechanisms to reverse the government's decision.  
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Nicaragua is a regional threat 
At times, the limited response of Central American countries can contribute to the 
same threats emerging from Nicaragua. The pragmatic normalization of relations 
with Managua, under the justification of trade, diplomatic cooperation, or border 
stability, can reduce the political costs for the regime and allow its regional effects 
to remain treated as a managed problem rather than an urgent crisis. Beyond the 
Russian, Chinese, and Iranian presence inside Nicaragua, neighboring countries 
that avoid openly confronting the regime may also contribute to their own 
instability. 

The cases of Honduras and Costa Rica reflect a contradiction present in the region. 
Both countries face the consequences of the Ortega-Murillo regime while 
maintaining pragmatic relations that may normalize the situation. In 2026, this 
issue remained regionally relevant, despite both governments being considered 
among the principal partners of the Trump administration in Central America. 
This contradiction was visible during the June 2026 Organization of American 
States (OAS) General Assembly in Panama City, where Honduran President Nasry 
Asfura avoided directly condemning the Ortega-Murillo regime while responding 
to journalists (Nicaragua Actual, 2026). However, the same regional forum also 
showed that Managua’s neighbors were not uniformly passive as Costa Rican 
Foreign Minister Manuel Tovar denounced the presence of Russian military forces 
and groups such as Hamas and Hezbollah potentially operating from Nicaragua. 
President Mulino of Panama also urged OAS members to defend democracy 
against threats that “do not respect borders” and weaken democratic institutions 
from within (El País, 2026; Ministerio de Relaciones Exteriores de Panamá, 2026).  

Because repression no longer appears limited to Nicaraguan territory, this 
normalization carries risks. At least three Nicaraguan exiles have been killed in 
Costa Rica, and more than 50 Nicaraguan families have fled out of fear of reprisals 
(Oré et al., 2025; OHCHR, 2025).13  

Economically, Nicaragua is also not isolated, as it remains integrated into trade 
flows and supply chains connected to Central American and U.S. markets. This 
integration may also provide the regime with a margin of protection because any 
economic measure imposed against Managua could generate indirect 
consequences for companies, consumers, and regional production. The Dominican 
Republic-Central America-United States Free Trade Agreement (CAFTA-DR) case 
reflects the political complexities faced by a trade architecture designed to 
strengthen economic integration and preferential access to the U.S. market 

 
13 Author interview with María Fernanda Bozmoski, Director of Impact and Operations and Lead for Central America, 
Adrienne Arsht Latin America Center, Atlantic Council, June 2026. Bozmoski emphasized that Nicaragua’s 
repression, migration pressures, and foreign-backed security cooperation create direct governance and security 
challenges for Costa Rica. 
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(Bozmoski & Escoto, 2026). This integration can become a vulnerability when 
Managua is linked to labor abuses and economic opacity that raise concern about 
the future of this free trade agreement. A 2023 report submitted by Expediente 
Abierto and Fundación del Río14 in response to the U.S. Department of Labor’s 
request for comments on CAFTA-DR labor obligations presented how Nicaragua’s 
complicity in violations breach international agreements, and commitments under 
the CAFTA-DR Labor Chapter. The report suggests how violations may harm 
workers while distorting prices of goods and services, therefore creating unfair 
practices inside of the framework of the trade agreement (Expediente Abierto & 
Fundación del Río, 2023).. In addition, it documented broader effects, such as the 
cancellation of 3,390 civil society organizations between 2018 and 2023, 562 
impacted guilds, over 23,000 unemployed individuals, 3.4 million affected 
beneficiaries, and nearly $255 million in annual losses for development 
(Expediente Abierto & Fundación del Río, 2023). If Central America remains silent 
to protect its economy, the regime can benefit from an economic shield that 
reduces the effects of international pressure. 

  

 
14 Labor Rights Violations in Nicaragua: Noncompliance by Nicaragua under Chapter 16 of the Dominican 
Republic-Central America Free Trade Agreement. 

https://www.expedienteabierto.org/labor-rights-violations-in-nicaragua/
https://www.expedienteabierto.org/labor-rights-violations-in-nicaragua/
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Nicaragua, the underestimated threat 
of the United States  
The principal dimensions of the threat are geographic and strategic. Russia, China, 
and Iran have benefited from the Ortega-Murillo regime's willingness to deepen 
cooperation and provide a convergence center for U.S. adversaries in the Western 
Hemisphere. This cooperation is particularly relevant given the continued U.S. 
presence at Soto Cano Air Base in Honduras, which underscores Central America's 
operational importance to Washington. Within this context, projects such as Punta 
Huete, the GLONASS station, and Iranian agreements with potential dual-use 
applications assume greater strategic significance because they are developing 
within a country closely aligned with actors that challenge the existing 
hemispheric order. 

Narcotics logistics represent another underexamined vector of concern. In 2025, 
the United States announced it would end Drug Enforcement Administration 
(DEA) operations in Nicaragua, due to the lack of cooperation from the Ortega-
Murillo regime and its reluctance to share information on illicit seizures (United 
States Department of State & Bureau for International Narcotics and Law 
Enforcement Affairs, 2025; Olivares, 2025). The same reporting, drawing from the 
U.S. International Narcotics Control Strategy Report, noted that Nicaragua's 
strategic location and permissive political environment attract drug-trafficking 
organizations, with routes running along the Pacific coast and through Caribbean 
maritime corridors (Olivares, 2025). This development weakens one of the few 
remaining areas of bilateral U.S.-Nicaragua cooperation, raising questions on 
whether Managua's role as a transit point could expand as counter-narcotics 
coordination declines. 

Another vector is economic, as reflected in the investigation conducted by the 
Office of the United States Trade Representative (USTR) under Section 301. The 
investigation concluded that labor rights violations, human rights abuses, 
restrictions on fundamental freedoms, and the erosion of the rule of law impose a 
direct burden on U.S. commerce. The USTR adopted a calibrated approach by 
gradually increasing pressure on Nicaraguan goods that do not qualify under 
CAFTA-DR rules of origin without dismantling the regional trade agreement 
(Bozmoski & Escoto, 2026).  
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U.S. Policy Options – How to reduce 
Nicaragua’s power as an adversarial 
platform 
 
 

The following policy options are currently available for the United States to 
counter Nicaragua's capabilities of promoting adversarial influence with Russia, 
China, Iran, and other actors. The options below target the increasing costs of 
cooperative authoritarianism, limit adversarial access, strengthen regional 
stability, and prevent the regime from operating under false narratives. In addition, 
to several U.S. strategic documents15 emphasizing competition against China and 
Russia, homeland defense, and a strong focus on the Western Hemisphere, 
Nicaragua must be elevated to an issue of modern-day strategic competition rather 
than solely a democratic crisis.  
 

Increase public exposure and strategic messaging targeting the Ortega-
Murillo regime 
 
Evidence presented throughout this assessment suggests that the Ortega-Murillo 
regime remains particularly sensitive to major international exposure when its 
actions generate reputational and economic costs.  
  
Potential U.S. actions include: 
 
• Publicly identify Nicaragua as a platform for Russian, Chinese, and Iranian 

influence in the Western Hemisphere. 
• Continue using White House, State Department, SOUTHCOM, and 

congressional statements to keep Nicaragua visible. 
• Publicly highlight accounts of political prisoners, transnational repression, 

confiscations, attacks against exiles, and religious persecution. 
• Publicly expose Chinese-linked mining concessions, sanctions-evasion 

schemes, and opaque transfers of assets. 
• Include Nicaragua more explicitly in official U.S. strategic documents, 

hearings, and regional security assessments. 
 

Leverage Section 301 Trade Authorities. 
 
The USTR’s recent Section 301 determination on Nicaragua provides the United 
States with an existing legal and economic basis to increase pressure on the regime 

 
15 These documents include, but are not limited to, the 2026 U.S. National Security Strategy (NSS), National 
Defense Strategy (NDS), and publicly available sanctions designations and enforcement actions issued by the 
U.S. Department of the Treasury and the U.S. Department of State targeting the Ortega-Murillo regime and 
associated actors. 
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without dismantling current regional frameworks, such as CAFTA-DR. As 
Nicaragua benefits from Central American economic integration while permitting 
Chinese, Russian and Iranian engagements, the Section 301 framework may 
provide a mechanism to address the subject.  
 
Potential U.S. actions include:  
 
• Expand the Section 301 determination to increase targeted tariffs on 

Nicaraguan sectors linked to regime benefits to mitigate the impacts of adverse 
effects on U.S. consumers. 

• Increase scrutiny of CAFTA-DR rules of origin to prevent Chinese-linked firms 
from indirectly benefiting from preferential access. 

• Utilize Section 301 follow-on actions to target opaque Chinese mining firms, 
logistics companies, and intermediaries connected to sanctioned actors. 

• Coordinate trade enforcement with Treasury sanctions to avoid treating 
Nicaragua as only a human-rights issue rather than an economic-security 
problem. 

 

Continue explicitly targeting Chinese-linked mining networks. 
 
Nicaragua’s mining sector represents the most critical intersection of U.S. interests 
where the regime, U.S. sanctions enforcement, and Chinese-linked entities 
intersect. Mining concessions linked to sanctioned actors, the opaque expansion of 
Chinese-linked firms, seizures involving U.S. businesses, and documented 
Indigenous rights and humanitarian concerns suggest how mining becomes a 
concern of sanctions evasion and strategic influence. In addition, impeding U.S. 
consumers from purchasing from a sector complicit with labor violations and U.S. 
sanctions evasion would potentially erode the regime’s access to hard currency. 
 
Potential U.S. options include: 
 
• Publicly expand designations against all opaque Chinese-linked mining firms 

operating in Nicaragua. 
• Publicly identify mining concessions and persons that create environments 

for sanctions evasion, private property confiscation, and/or corruption.  
• Investigate and monitor gold exports and financial flows connected to mining 

sector revenue.  
• Coordinate with Costa Rica to restrict laundering of profits. 
 

Strengthen U.S. coordination with Costa Rica, Guatemala, and Panama. 
 
Regional diplomatic pragmatism appears to treat Nicaragua’s crisis as a 
manageable issue rather than a regional security problem. However, the main U.S. 
partners in Central America that absorbed human consequences of the 2018 crisis 
(Costa Rica, Guatemala, and Panama) may represent the most viable partners for 
coordinated pressure. Elevating cooperation with the mentioned U.S. partners, 
especially through existing frameworks such as Shield of the Americas, offers a 
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practical pathway for establishing regional coordination on Nicaragua’s trajectory 
as a shared strategic challenge rather. 
 
Potential U.S. actions include: 
 
• Leverage current U.S. partnership initiatives, such as incentivizing the Shield 

of the Americas, as platforms to coordinate regional positions on Nicaragua. 
• Expand security cooperation with Costa Rica focused on border security, exile 

protection, and transnational repression. 
• Develop a U.S.–Costa Rica security task force or working group focused on 

countering and monitoring Russian, Chinese, and Iranian activities linked to 
Nicaragua. 

• Work with Guatemala and Panama on migration preparedness, information 
sharing, and regional messaging. 

• Encourage coordinated statements in the OAS and other multilateral forums 
that frame Nicaragua as a hemispheric threat. 

• To sanction the collaboration of Central American countries with the 
Nicaraguan army in tasks that are not related to the containment of drug 
trafficking. 

• Use multilateral engagement with Honduras to urge its administration to 
suspend nonessential military cooperation with Nicaragua, since the 
Nicaraguan Army has been linked by United Nations (UN) findings to a 
broader system of repression (López, 2026; Reuters, 2025).  

 

Monitor and publicly expose strategic partnerships and dual-use 
infrastructure projects development. 
 
The threat potential of Nicaragua likely increases as U.S. adversaries develop 
strategic partnerships and infrastructure projects, potentially acquiring military 
operational value. Projects including Punta Huete, GLONASS, 
telecommunications networks, ports, and mining concessions should be evaluated, 
in case of a hypothetical geopolitical crisis. Nicaragua’s strategic importance 
remains in how Russia, China, or Iran may utilize established access during a 
future contingency. 
 
Potential U.S. actions include: 
 
• Establish a SOUTHCOM-Treasury taskforce to monitor Chinese and Russian 

funded developments for operational progress, financing sources, technical 
capacity, and foreign involvement. 

• Track GLONASS activity and any expansion of potential Russian intelligence 
or security facilities. 

• Monitor Huawei, TELCOR, government databases, surveillance structures, 
and 5G-related risks. 

• Monitor port, logistics, and transportation projects for possible dual-use 
applications. 

• Explicitly include Nicaragua into recurring National Intelligence Estimates 
and Western Hemisphere strategic assessments.  
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Leverage Bipartisan Congressional Support 
 
Nicaragua’s democratic crisis has consistently generated bipartisan congressional 
support across presidential administrations through legislation including the 
NICA Act and the RENACER Act. Throughout this assessment, evidence suggests 
Nicaragua increasingly positioned itself within global strategic competition to 
challenge U.S. interests. Sustained congressional attention can therefore reinforce 
executive efforts while elevating Nicaragua as a primary policy issue amid 
competing global crises. 
 
Potential U.S. actions include: 

• Hold recurring congressional hearings examining Nicaragua's role in 
facilitating Russian, Chinese, and Iranian influence in the Western 
Hemisphere. 

• Require periodic intelligence assessments on the status of dual-use 
infrastructure, sanctions evasion, and authoritarian cooperation. 

• Expand congressional oversight of Section 301 implementation, Treasury 
sanctions against regime-linked actors, and Executive Order authorities. 

• Encourage bipartisan resolutions framing Nicaragua within broader U.S. 
strategic competition priorities. 

• Expand individual sanctions against high-ranking government officials or 
individuals complicit in violating human rights and perpetrating state 
repression. 
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Table 1. Indicators and warnings assessment, 2026-2030 
 

 

Indicators and warnings assessment 
(2026-2030)  
 
The following indicators and warnings identify observable developments that may 
utilize Nicaragua’s strategic position as an authoritarian platform for the benefit of 
U.S. adversaries and the exploitation of U.S. vulnerabilities.  
 
The following indicators presented are informed by the analysis and evidence 
examined throughout the elaboration of this paper, strategic warning 
methodologies, and expert interviews by the author conducted in June 2026 with 
María Fernanda Bozmoski, Director, Impact and Operations and Lead for Central 
America at the Atlantic Council’s Adrienne Arsht Latin America Center, Dr. 
Robert Evan Ellis, Research Professor of Latin American Studies - Research 
Professor USAWC SSI, and Douglas Farah, President of IBI Consultants. 
 
 
  

 

THREAT VECTOR INDICATORS TO MONITOR WARNING ASSESSMENT 

Russian 
security 

cooperation 

• Expansion of military 
cooperation agreements 
and Russian personnel 
rotations 

• New intelligence or 
security facilities, 
agreements, and trainings 

• Greater GLONASS activity 
and capabilities 

• Expansion of Russian 
state media training, troll-
network activity, or 
disinformation 
coordination 

• Evidence of Russian-
linked money-moving, 
criminal-protection, or 
informal influence 
networks 

 
These developments would likely 
indicate a gradual transition from 
symbolic political cooperation 
toward a sustained security 
relationship.  
 
As Robert Evan Ellis noted, the 
strategic concern lies less in any 
single agreement than in the 
cumulative expansion of Russian 
operational access and intelligence 
capabilities available during future 
geopolitical crises potentially 
involving the United States. Douglas 
Farah separately raised concern 
that Russian-linked influence may 
also operate through informal 
networks, including money 
movement, criminal protection, and 
disinformation activity (personal 
communication, June 2026). 
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THREAT VECTOR INDICATORS TO MONITOR WARNING ASSESSMENT 

Chinese 
strategic 

expansion 

• Acceleration of Punta 
Huete and dual-use 
infrastructure 

• Expansion of 
Chinese-operated 
telecommunications 

• Consolidation of 
mining sector 

• New critical 
infrastructure 
projects 

The convergence of these indicators would 
suggest that China's commercial engagement is 
increasingly acquiring strategic value.  
 
Ellis emphasized that strategic critical 
infrastructure developments, such as the 
rehabilitation of Punta Huete, should be 
evaluated according to their future utility during 
periods of strategic competition or potential 
international armed conflict. (personal 
communication, June 2026). 

Gold, 
mining, and 

illicit finance 

• New Chinese-linked 
mining concessions 
in protected areas, 
Indigenous 
territories, border 
zones, or areas near 
Costa Rica 

• New companies 
exporting gold 
despite lacking 
mines, processing 
plants, or clear 
production capacity 

• Transfers of 
concessions or 
mining assets from 
sanctioned or 
regime-linked 
entities to Chinese-
linked companies 

• New U.S. or 
international 
sanctions targeting 
Nicaraguan mining 
firms, ENIMINAS-
linked actors, gold 
exporters, logistics 
firms, or Chinese-
linked companies 

These indicators would suggest that Nicaragua’s 
mining sector is evolving from a domestic 
revenue stream into a broader illicit-finance and 
sanctions-adaptation node.  
 
As Douglas Farah warned the author, sanctions 
may “raise the cost of doing business” without 
necessarily “cutting the business” when the 
regime retains access to intermediaries, illicit 
gold networks, and alternative markets (personal 
communication, June 2026). In this context, gold 
flows, export anomalies, Chinese-linked buyers, 
and cross-border smuggling routes should be 
treated as strategic warning indicators over 
isolated issues. 
 

Iranian 
presence 

• New judicial, 
intelligence or 
telecommunications 
agreements 

• Increased diplomatic 
exchanges 

• Movement of Iranian 
or Iran-linked 
personnel through 
diplomatic, 
commercial, or 
institutional 
channels 

Although many of these agreements may appear 
administrative in isolation, together they could 
indicate the gradual institutionalization of Iran's 
presence in Nicaragua, especially amidst 
ongoing U.S. and Iranian tensions.  
 
Farah’s assessment reinforces that the concern 
should not be limited to large visible 
infrastructure; Iranian-linked actors may benefit 
from protected access, financial movement, and 
logistical flexibility in a jurisdiction aligned with 
Tehran. This would potentially expand Tehran's 
diplomatic access within the Western 
Hemisphere while reinforcing its relationship 
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THREAT VECTOR INDICATORS TO MONITOR WARNING ASSESSMENT 
• Public Nicaraguan 

support for Iran 
during periods of 
U.S.-Iran escalation 

with an established authoritarian partner with 
close geographic proximity to the United States. 

Migration & 
hybrid 
threats 

• Reestablishment of 
visa-free policies and 
restoration of charter 
flights 

• Reports of migrant 
transit 

• Increased migration-
related state fees or 
unexplained revenue 
from migration 
services 

• Reemergence of 
transportation 
companies or charter 
operators linked to 
irregular migration 
flows 

 

A renewed increase in these indicators could 
suggest that Managua is once again prepared to 
leverage migration for political purposes.  
 
Ellis emphasized that Nicaragua functions as 
both a source country and a transit country, 
while María Fernanda Bozmoski highlighted that 
renewed migration pressures would also 
increase the burden on neighboring countries 
whose asylum systems and border institutions 
already face significant strain, specifically 
emphasizing the case of Costa Rica during 
Nicaragua’s migration crisis of 2018 (personal 
communications, June 2026). 

Regional 
security and 
democratic 
resilience 

• Increased bilateral 
engagement without 
democratic 
conditionality 

• Declining regional 
criticism against the 
actions of the 
Ortega-Murillo 
regime, for example, 
the new Honduras 
government. 

• Costa Rican requests 
for U.S. or regional 
support related to 
border security, 
illegal mining, or 
Nicaragua-linked 
illicit activity 

These developments would likely reduce the 
political costs associated with authoritarian 
consolidation.  
 
Ellis argued that continued normalization 
weakens regional deterrence, while Bozmoski 
emphasized that differing pragmatic approaches 
adopted by Costa Rica and Honduras may 
complicate the development of a coordinated 
regional response to Nicaragua's growing 
security challenges (personal communications, 
June 2026). 

Transnation
al 

Repression 

• Additional 
assassinations 
against exiles 

• Intimidation and/or 
surveillance of 
diaspora 
communities 

• Increased cases of 
denial of entry to 
Nicaragua targeting 
nationals and 
foreigners abroad 

 

An increase in these indicators would suggest 
that the regime is becoming more willing to 
project coercive practices beyond its borders.  
 
Bozmoski noted that expanding transnational 
repression directly impacts Nicaraguan exiles 
and creates security and governance challenges 
for neighboring democracies, particularly U.S. 
partners such as Costa Rica (personal 
communication, June 2026). 
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Baseline Judgment and Watch 
Conditions through 2028 
Baseline Judgment 

Our central judgment is continuity with deepening. The Ortega-Murillo regime 
will not liberalize, and its utility to Russia, China, and Iran will grow incrementally 
rather than through any single rupture. Ortega’s July 19, 2026 declaration that 
elections will never again be held removed the last ambiguity about direction and 
converted an authoritarian consolidation into a declared one-party state (Rogero, 
2026). 

Whether the regime persists is not in doubt. What matters is how quickly the access 
it grants converts into capability that others can use in a contingency. That 
conversion is observable, and the indicators in the preceding section are how to 
observe it. What follows identifies the three developments that would accelerate it, 
and the decision each one warrants. 

A Note on Method 

This assessment does not present alternative futures. Across every plausible 
trajectory examined, the regime persists and extra-hemispheric access expands; the 
differences lie in pace, not in direction. Presenting those variations as competing 
scenarios would imply a choice among them that the evidence does not support. 
The three conditions below are treated instead as accelerants. Each would 
compress the timeline, and each carries a response that can be prepared in 
advance. 

Three Watch Conditions 

Each condition activates a policy option set out in the preceding section. The value 
of identifying them in advance is that the response can be prepared before the 
condition occurs, not assembled after it. 
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1. SUCCESSION 

TRIGGER Ortega becomes unable to govern, and power passes to Rosario Murillo, Laureano 
Ortega Murillo, or an FSLN collective. 

 

WHAT IT WOULD MEAN The security services and the foreign-policy apparatus  survive the transition intact. The 
ties to Moscow, Beijing, and Tehran are institutional, not personal, and would outlast 
any change of figurehead. Expect the successor to seek recognition and sanctions 
relief while conceding nothing structural. 

 

RECOMMENDED U.S. 
ACTION 

Prepare the designation packages before the transition, not after. They should target 
the successor’s security-service and financial leadership. 

Agree a common line in advance with Costa Rica, Guatemala, and Panama. A change 
of leader is not a change of system, and relief should follow verified reforms rather 
than new faces. 

The main risk is speed. Washington may be pushed to recognize a successor before 
knowing what that successor will do. 

 

2. EXTERNAL CONTINGENCY 
TRIGGER A Taiwan contingency, a U.S.–Iran escalation, or a comparable crisis that raises the 

value of pre-existing access in the Western Hemisphere. 

WHAT IT WOULD MEAN Nicaragua’s permissive jurisdiction turns from an option into an asset. Punta Huete, the 
GLONASS sites, Huawei-built networks, and the ports acquire operational value they 
do not carry in peacetime. As Ellis and Farah both stressed, the concern is not what 
happens today but what that access makes possible later. 

RECOMMENDED U.S. 
ACTION 

Create the SOUTHCOM–Treasury task force now, before any crisis. 

Its job in peacetime is to record what normal looks like at Punta Huete, at the 
GLONASS sites, and in the ports. 

Without that record no one can tell later whether anything has changed. A task force 
created after a crisis begins has nothing to compare against. 

 

3. DISPLACEMENT FROM CUBA OR VENEZUELA 

TRIGGER Political transition, prolonged instability, or reduced authoritarian alignment in 
Havana or Caracas. 

WHAT IT WOULD MEAN Nicaragua becomes the only jurisdiction in the hemisphere both willing and 
able to host extra-hemispheric access. Russian, Chinese, and Iranian attention, 
personnel, and money would move toward Managua rather than disappear, 
and Nicaragua would become the testing ground for surveillance and 
influence models meant for wider regional use. 

RECOMMENDED U.S. 
ACTION 

Read a transition in Havana or Caracas as a warning about Nicaragua, not only 
as a regional win. 

Plan the shift in advance. As monitoring resources are freed from Cuba and 
Venezuela, move them to Nicaragua rather than cutting them. 

Put Nicaragua on the Section 301 and sanctions review calendar for that 
moment. 
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What Would Change This Judgment 
 

Only one development would require revising the baseline. That would be a 
rupture within the FSLN’s security apparatus deep enough to fracture the army 
or the police. Nothing in the current evidence suggests it, and both institutions 
have absorbed successive purges without visible fissure. The regime’s 
durability rests on their cohesion rather than on popular legitimacy or 
economic performance, which makes that cohesion the single variable most 
worth watching. 

Democratic transition through electoral means no longer belongs in the 
analysis. Ortega removed it on July 19, 2026. 

The regional-coordination pathway assessed in earlier drafts appears among 
the policy options rather than here. It is not a development to be anticipated 
but an outcome Washington and its partners can produce, and it belongs with 
the recommendations.
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