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Introduction 
 

My husband was killed in combate. Along with my children we were moved to here, San Lucas. 
They gave us a place and the right to belong to a cooperative. Later that cooperative fell apart and we 
joined another one. Over the years we became coffee exporters, but...in word only, they only told us 
that we were exporters, because  it is like we don't,  it's like we are not exporting, because those who 
are exporting are way beyond us, beyond our cooperative, and so I say that we can't export. 
Afterwards  I would console myself saying that my children would be exporters, that they would 
have more coffee and more land, but I see that it has been difficult! They break their backs on the 
land like their father did, and I see that they don't have any more coffee than their father. It's true that 
we get loans, you have to be close to the manager so that we get something, but the prices aren't so 
good, the payments are late in arriving, and so we harvest red beans and we are just crawling along 
(in debt). We can hardly breathe. I say, is this how we're going to die, working hard and going 
backwards? My God! 
 

 Grass-roots cooperative member, 2010 
 

 As a Union of Cooperatives we also work with coffee practices, but with the medium scale 
producers.  Why not with our members? Because there are small-scale, there are rules that they can't 
comply with, for example, child labor is not permitted, and this is easier to control with the medium 
scale producers than with the small-scale ones. You see? 

 Manager of a second-tier cooperative, 2010 
 
The cooperative movement grew inspired in the basic values of mutual aid, responsibility, 
democracy, equality and solidarity, and the ethical values of honesty, transparency, social 
responsibility and concern for others. So it expanded from attempts to improve the distribution of 
earnings among the workers and to socialize the means of production, trying to demonstrate that in 
an environment of mutual collaboration the relations between workers and bosses could develop 
harmoniously (Owen), moving on to propose social and economic systems based on small farming 
communities (Falangists) without the drive for profit and oriented to job creation (Fourier). With 
the emergence of the consumer textile cooperative in Rochdale (England), the bases were set for the 
cooperative movement. Since then the sector grew under cooperative forms of consumption, 
savings and loans, agriculture, housing… in the entire world.  
 
In Nicaragua the cooperative movement was first considered in the Commercial Code promulgated 
in 1914, even though in a very superficial way. It was within this framework that the first 
organizations of an associative nature and with mutualist purposes were organized.1 In 1933 after 
signing a peace agreement, Sandino went to Wiwilí accompanied by 200-300 ex soldiers and their 
families, and organized the first agricultural cooperative administered by the peasants (Dospital, 
1996)2. Later in 1945 with a proselytizing purpose, the government of Somoza promulgated the 

																																																													
1 So it was that fraternities like “El Recreo” and “La Moderna” appeared for the first time in the province of 
Chinandega. Later in 1926 the first cooperatives were formed in the Port of Corinto and in work places like 
the Plantel de Carreteras and the Train Station, with specific administrative functions. Hernández, Humberto. 
“Reseña histórica del cooperativismo en Nicaragua”. Chasqui Internacional, Nº. 34- Secretaria General del 
Proyecto Fomento del cooperativismo en America Latina, Cali – Colombia, 1985. 
2 Dospital, Michelle. Siempre mas allá…: el movimiento sandinista en Nicaragua 1927 – 1934, Managua 
Nicaragua IHN, 1996. In 1933-34 Sandino founded cooperatives in Wiwilí. It was in a context of the growth 
of the peasantry accompanied by Sandino´s rebellion, see: Merlet, M., 1990, “El siglo diecinueve en 
Nicaragua. Auge y derrota de la vía campesina (1821 – 1934)”. Paper presented at the symposium “Rural 
Central American Socieities”, in Costa Rica. This cooperative experience died with the murder of Sandino. 
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Labor Code which contained a chapter on cooperative foundation and administration, promoting the 
emergence of two types of cooperatives: closed circle consumer cooperatives composed of workers 
in different state ministries and other institutions; and agricultural cooperatives.3 In the 60s and 70s 
there emerged two institutional aspects promoting cooperatives: the governmental organizations and 
private enterprise, that used funds from US agencies (US AID) or from large financial institutions 
for promoting development; and institutions of a religious or political nature  (Socialist Party and 
the Social Christian Party) that operated with modest solidarity funds from humanistic NGOs.4 
  
The agricultural cooperatives underwent a great surge in the revolutionary years of the 80s in 
Nicaragua, and for some years now have made news again in Latin America, coinciding in large 
part with the arrival of governments considered to be leftists. With this reemergence the question 
about whether the cooperative movement is or can be the route for fighting poverty and reducing 
inequality is also on the policy debate table. 
 
 Many Latin Americans turned their gaze toward Nicaragua particularly with the return of the 
Sandinista government in 2007. 
And it is not without reason, 
because the government defined 
the cooperative movement as its 
principal approach for its rural 
development strategy–no longer 
the  large private sector as in the 
16 years of the three previous 
governments (Chamorro, Alemán 
and Bolaños). Nevertheless,  in 
general the places where 
cooperatives exist are the 
territories with the highest 
poverty, and a poverty that is 
generally linked to agricultural 
activities–see Map 1, the yellow 
																																																																																																																																																																																										
Reason: it was only an uninstitutionalized movement (Wunderich Volker. “Sandino, una biografía política./ 
Wunderich, Volker – Managua: IHNCA – UCA, 2010. p. 431). 
3 In 1948 the “Caña de Castilla” cooperative was promoted by the Jesuit Priest Federico Arguello and Don 
Enrique Fernández,a  production, consumption and commercialization cooperative for its members. Between 
1949 and 1950 a milk production cooperative was formed, another one of coffee growers, and they tried to 
form a cooperative for growing bananas for export. Cardenal, Enrique: Cooperativismo en Nicaragua. Thesis. 
Colegio Centroamérica, Granada, Nicaragua, 1949–1950. 
4 In this period (1970-1978) the cooperative movement had been encouraged for being: 1) a means for urban 
workers to have access to cheaper basic consumer goods through commissaries or consumer cooperatives; 2) 
part of a political and economic project promoted by Sandino, so that his troops might continue united, in 
addition to solving the problem of the landless peasantry through their settlement on unused state lands; 3) 
preventive space from threats of rural or urban uprisings as a result of the reconcentration of property and the 
growth of the informal urban sector, in the midst of rumors of the “threat of Cuban communism.” There were 
two types of actors: local actors that did not depend on foreign funds (associations, Sandino and his army, and 
the State that organized institutions to intervene in the land market, providing services of technical assistance 
and credit, private enterprise  that received technical and financial support principally from AID), and 
organizations of a religious or political inspiration supported by international and Protestant NGOs. They 
promoted access to cheaper products, services for the peasant families to become businesspeople: they 
promoted the entrepreneurial spirit in the medium and low income sectors of the urban area; they promoted a 
culture of savings as the basis for making investments; and thus sought to reject Marxist collectivism and 
capitalist individualism. 
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part is where the provinces of Madriz and Jinotega  are located which is the focus of this study. So 
it is with increased urgency that we ask the question can cooperativism be the route for fighting 
poverty? In this work we start from the premise that it can. To support this premise, we add further 
questions and we propose working hypotheses. 
 
 Questions: 
 

1.  What is the situation of the cooperatives after 30 years of growth? 
2.  Given the growth of coffee exports on the part of the cooperatives, how does that benefit the 

grassroots cooperatives? What new developments are there between the unions of cooperatives and 
the grassroots cooperatives? 

3. Under what circumstances do the cooperatives tend to be successful? 
4.  How do the cooperatives scale up, and can they scale up insofar as they are the means for benefiting 

their members? What fissures of change can be identified? 
5.  What opportunities are appearing and what distinctive capacities do the cooperatives have for taking 

advantage of these opportunities? 
6.  What social technology do the cooperatives need in order to re-invent themselves in this context of 

the apparent growth in their coffee exports? 
 
 Hypotheses: 
 

1)  The agricultural cooperatives are no longer on only agricultural terrain, but on social terrain with 
more non-agricultural economic activities, greater population flow, growing urbanization and a 
boom of organizations and projects. There are objective conditions for the cooperatives to reinvent 
themselves. 

2) There are important new developments between the phases of processing, exporting and buying of 
coffee, which has had an impact on the growth of the coffee exports of the cooperatives; 

3)  The cooperatives have been trapped by a social structure (older than 45 years of age, men, and 
administrative staff in a vertical alliance) and a type of external development based on subsidies that 
do not correspond with the capacities of the cooperatives. This trap tends to undermine the great 
moment that the coffee cooperatives are living in, and consequently there are risks that this growth 
might rather be used as a means for making the poverty and inequality worse. 

4)  Factors for success: 
ü  The greater the differentiation of products, the greater the need for formal organizations 

(cooperatives) 
ü  The more the weight of the non-agricultural activities in the territories, the more space 

there is for women and youth (under 30 years of age). 
ü  The more counterforces there are inside and outside the cooperatives, the more the coops 

transform their territories. 
 
 In order to respond to the questions and hypotheses, and in order to explain the story of the widow 
member who expresses her sense of exclusion from her own organization, or the case of an 
organization favoring non-members with better prices, this work focuses on the cooperatives in the 
central northern area of Nicaragua, specifically the cooperatives of Pantasma (Jinotega) and San 
Juan del Rio Coco (Madriz).   This study is a first work conceived by WFP as  basic input for later 
work on “creating the future" with the cooperatives. In other words, in contrast with other aid 
agencies, WFP supports studies that at the same time allow steps to be taken for the growth of their 
counterparts. 
 
 The methodology is a combination of a traditional study and an interactive one–rather the former in 
function of the latter. Analysis of secondary data in order to pick up the overall changes in 
cooperatives; directed interviews of key informants in the territory, in the cooperatives and of those 
who study cooperatives, in order to pick up the changes of the cooperative movement; participant 
observation in terms of reflecting on each interview while at the same time observing and being self 
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observant in order to pick up the specificity of each cooperative and what people want to tell us 
through their words and gestures; and workshops (and mini workshops) at different moments in 
order to generate a collective production of knowledge. During the entire work we have questioned 
ourselves about what new questions are emerging, about how we as researchers also have our own 
biases that keep us from seeing the obvious. Finally, the interviews, workshops and participatory 
observation reached different actors in terms of the coffee chain. We were able to reach more board 
members of the grassroots cooperatives; but we recognize, even the families as members of the 
cooperatives have little weight in this study, something that we need to overcome in the next 
studies, particularly to identify new developments, processes of repossession and dispossession.  
 
 After this introduction, we offer the state-of-the-art on the issue of cooperatives, in order to 
summarize the approach of this work at the end of the section. In the second section we place the 
topic of cooperatives in its historical context and in its current complexity. The third section delves 
into the performance of the cooperatives and the methods for external promotion based on the 
models of the cooperatives in the territories mentioned. It ends with conclusions and the principal 
recommendations around the need for the cooperatives to reinvent themselves under the focus of 
responding to social technology as the most important knowledge for fighting poverty and reducing 
inequality.  
 
1. Conceptualization of cooperatives 
 
 In this section we present the principal approaches with some historical touches to provide a certain 
contextualization to the topic within the framework of the country. 
 
1.1 The cooperative movement between the proletariat and the peasant visions 
 
 Cooperatives in Latin America developed in line with reformism (Fals Borda, 1972)5.  It was seen 
as a counterinsurgency mechanism, particularly after the triumph of the Cuban Revolution in 1959. 
Thus it is that Somoza promoted cooperatives giving them land in the agricultural frontier and 
precisely with the intention of stopping the Sandinista guerrillas in the 70s. 
 
 In the 80s the Sandinista vision expressed by Núñez and Wheelock  and implemented as policy was 
controlling the value of production through the State and through cooperatives, with the State as 
their guardian; the cooperatives were  organizations led by the Party leaders and the government in 
a vertical cascading manner (Mendoza, 1990)6.  This vision was challenged by Marchetti and 
Baumeister,  among others,  who considered the cooperatives as the means for deepening the 

																																																													
5 “In Latin America the cooperative movements have generally been promoted for political reasons: they are 
like a means for pacifying a rebellious people. They seek to soften the adverse effects of a depression, 
promote or at least promise a new life in backward and unstable areas, and feed the appetites of political 
patronage. For this reason, the most important campaigns for promoting the cooperative movement in the 
continent have taken place principally in times of economic crisis and of violence, or in the midst of threats of 
a rural uprising; or when fears have emerged about the “threat of communism”, and the impact of the Cuban 
revolution is measured. 
During these critical periods a propaganda effort has been made about the high purposes and goals of the 
cooperative policy: the cooperatives will be necessary for obtaining better economic levels, for promoting a 
peaceful revolution, for achieving a higher ideal of service, for fighting against usury, profit and exploitation, 
and nothing less than to transform man and promote new attitudes so that a new more satisfying society can 
be built.” Fals Borda, O. 1972, “El reformismo por dentro en América Latina. Siglo XXII Editores. S.A. 1º 
Edición. 
6 Mendoza, R., “Costos del Verticalismo. Un FSLN sin rostro campesino.” En Revista Envío, No. 107. 
http://www.envio.org.ni/articulo.php?id=640 



8	
	

peasant path. While Nuñez and Wheelock considered the members of the cooperatives to be semi-
proletarians7, Marchetti and Baumeister considered them to be semi-peasants; semi-proletarian 
meant that over time the members would end up being proletarians, while semi-peasants meant that 
over time the members would end up being peasants farmers. As a backdrop there was a reality 
where the most important resource for escaping poverty was the land, and that's why the 
cooperative movement meant first of all access to land; just that in the proletarian vision of Núñez 
and Wheelock it was accessing it collectively or as state worker (APP–Área Propiedad del Pueblo), 
and in the peasant way of Marchetti  it was accessing land individually as peasant families through 
cooperatives. The result:  the proletariat vision prevailed between 1979  and 1985,  while the 
peasant vision began to have weight starting in 1985, the year in which the  agrarian reform made a 
turn in favor of the individual distribution of land8; the intensification of the war  forced the 
government to make those changes9. 
 

																																																													
7 In full insurrectional process against the dictatorship of Somoza an explosion of land takerovers happened of 
Somocist and non Somocista large landowners, promoted by some guerilla columns composed of poor 
peasants and farm workers, that began to carry out their own land distribution. Even though the Sandinista 
Front, out of fear of breaking the National Unity, did not support these takeovers because they were afraid 
they would not be able to control them, they supported in general the taking of farms of Somocistas. Merlet, 
Michel / Malididier. Cristophe. “El movimiento cooperativo, eje de sobrevivencia de la revolución”. 
REVISTA ENCUENTRO, Nº 30, enero – abril, 1987. After the overthrow of Somoza, the mobilization of 
peasants for land was restrained, because the State decided on the transformation of all the land confiscated 
from Somocismo into the People Property Area (APP), arguing the necessity of not allowing production to 
fall, and not take the step toward the economic irrationality of dividing up  the farms that had been recovered 
into small plots. State officials, officials of the FSLN and the ATC took on the difficult task of evicting the 
peasants who had taken the land, offering to turn them into permanent salaried workers of the new state farms 
with the promise of improving their working and living conditions, even paying them the salaries owed to 
them from their former bosses (Sierra, 1991, El movimiento Campesino en Nicaragua, Managua: UCA). In a 
parallel fashion, to benefit the peasants without land, the cost of renting land was reduced, more security was 
provided to renters and sharecroppers on the land.  In the process of the implementation of these measures, 
conflicts occurred between the workers (settlers, sharecroppers and renters) and principally medium scale 
peasants on whose farms they used to work. 
8 In the 1982-1986 period it is noteworthy that the agricultural cooperative movement grew in number of 
cooperatives as well as members and land. In 1986 there were 3,019 cooperative (170 more than in 1982) and 
included more than 74,000 members (8,367 more members). It is relevant to note that the number of CCS 
type cooperatives decreased from 1,616 to 1,478 (138 less), and the CAS type cooperatives increased from 
512 in 1982 to 1.093 in 1986 (581 more). The decrease in the CCS type was due to the situation of war in the 
interior region, and in other regions the transformation in CAS or CSM (“Dead Furrow Cooperatives”)was 
conditioned by the collectivizing tendency that reigned in MIDINRA. In that context, peasant behavior was 
diverse. The peasants who were members of CAS, greatly participated in the defense of the country, be it 
through the mobilization of its members in the war or directly as self defense cooperatives in the war zones, 
becoming the Sandinista centers in the countryside. In the Central and Northern zones of the country, the 
peasant resistance took on the extreme form of uprising. In other regions the resistance of the individual 
peasants was passive, they withdrew from the education collectives, from the popular militias, among others: 
and in some cases an approach was made to the opposition, in particular to sectors linked to the church. They 
also abandoned any commitment to the revolution; they preferred to sell their products in the black market 
rather than in official channels, they refused to let their sons go to military service. These factors led the 
FSLN to take a political and economic change in direction. Two important changes took place: 1) the practice 
of giving access to land on the condition that it be collectively owned was made flexible; 2) the 
discriminatory policy toward individual producers was abandoned. Between 1986 and 1988 the number of 
cooperatives and of members continued growing, it went from 3,019 to 3,151, with 76,000 members. It is 
important to note that the broad debate about organizational flexibility had its effects, because the CCS type 
cooperatives and the Work Collectives increased, along with the increase in the CAS type cooperatives. 
9 See: Equipo Envío, 1985, “Los campesinos le dan vuelta a la reforma agraria”, in Revista Envío. 
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 Between 1990 and 2006 the number of cooperatives dropped by 40%, even though its membership 
rose by 10%, and the second tier cooperatives (unions and federations) multiplied. This re-
adaptation had to do with the adverse political and economic reality, and the type of cooperative 
promotion on the part of international aid10. Since 1990 the ESAF (stabilization and structural 
adjustment program of the World Bank signed by the governments) program was cruelly applied, 
which meant the closing off of credit for agriculture, the liberalization of the markets for products, 
imports and capital, and privatization, that in the case of the countryside meant giving the APP and 
UPE (Special Production Unit) lands to private actors, demobilized fighters of the Resistance, Army 
and the Police11, as well as compensation for confiscated lands. This policy context fell upon an 
unsustainable cooperative movement, accustomed to subsidies and vertical decisions, even lacking 
property titles and prone to the vicissitudes of leaders who, many times, would easily sell the land 
of the cooperatives (Fernandez and Barquero, 1996). In addition there were cooperatives for all 
crops and activities, with mostly the cooperatives linked to basic grains and extensive livestock 
raising in decline, while cooperatives linked to coffee, milk products and those that focused on 
offering services persisting, and even many of them grew.  
 
 The challenges in the 90s were the titling and the consequent de-collectivization of the 
cooperatives. Parallel to this a new idea arose: the challenge of the agrarian reform was no longer 
having land, but being a farmer, which meant making their own production and economic decisions 
around what and how to produce on their lands. This vision was a revised version of the peasant 
way, while the proletariat vision ceded space and to a certain extent supported the formation of the 
unions/federations where they controlled the phases of processing and exporting crops like coffee12.  
These second-tier organizations (unions and federations) began to focus on the commercialization 
of agricultural products in alliance with the fair trade network (FLO), and slowly included other 
roles, that of intermediating credit and executing international aid projects. 
 
 Three approaches entered into this context, the business associativity approach, the organizational 
theory of cooperatives13, and the social economy approach. All developed conceptually since 1990, 

																																																													
10 These data reflect the situation of the cooperatives at the local level where most of the grassroots 
cooperatives had legal problems with the properties obtained through the agrarian reform (some type of 
documents provided were not valid due to the fact that they were not registered in the property registry, or 
because the cooperative structures themselves were not properly legalized), and they felt pressure from the 
National Development Bank due to the fact that they had been denied the possibility of doing debt 
restructurings and to access new loans under the threat of the impounding of their assets. For this reason, most 
of the UCAs focused their actions on: 1) the resolution of the land ownership problems; 2) the legalization of 
the cooperatives; 3) the search for the negotiation of their debts with the banks; 4) the harvest collection and 
commercialization of the peasant production; 5) establishing a program for peasant women, in this way 
incorporating a gender approach. 
11 APP and UPE were brought together in  CORNAP (National Corporation of the Public Sector) by the 
Chamorro government. From there 599 farms with a total of 310,480 mzs of AGROEXCO (Promoter of 
Agro-Exports of Nicaragua), CAFENIC (Nicaraguan Coffee Corporation), HATONIC (Association of 
Livestock Businesses of the APP), TABANIC (Nicaraguan Tobacco Corporation) and CONAZUCAR 
(Nicaraguan Corporation of the Sugar Agroindustry) were returned to the owners (43.5%), distributed to the 
workers (31.4%), to ex soldiers and police (17.4%), and to ex Resistence members (l 7.4%) of the total area. 
See Informe de CORNAP, 1996, cited by Fernández y Barquero, el Conflicto de la Propiedad Rural 
Nicaragüense (chap. 3).. 
12 Later on this document addresses these organizations again under the approach of the social (popular or 
solidarity) economy. 
13 According to our research, this approach has not been applied in the case of Nicaragua, even though some 
people say that there were attempts in the northern part of the country in the decade of the 80s, but it did not 
receive much interest from the Sandinista government in that decade. WPF became familiar with it in 
Honduras and thought it important for the cooperative movement in Nicaragua. 
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even though their roots go much farther back, for example, social economy's roots go back to the 
19th century. 
 
1.2 Cooperatives from the business associativity perspective 
 
Given that there were no resources in terms of State subsidies for cooperatives, or at least the 
perspective of the liberal governments was not to support the cooperatives, and the concern of many 
agencies to promote sustainable associative forms within a context of structural adjustment and 
promotion of competitiveness throughout the Central American region, many agencies were 
concerned with supporting a type of business associativity. Keywords: market, competitiveness, 
cooperatives, value chains, clusters, alliances. 
 

§  The cluster concept entered into vogue in 1994 under the promotion of INCAE and Harvard 
University, CABEI  and the Central American governments (see Pratt & Monge, 2002)14. 

§  In a parallel fashion USAID (and with their funds, CARE, PCI, ADRA and Catholic Relief 
Services), IICA  and the University of Michigan in alliance with multinational enterprises such as 
Hortifruti,  promoted the emergence of new cooperatives around vegetables, papaya,  grapes and 
mini vegetables,  with competitiveness being the principal concept15. 

§ CATIE using the concepts of value chains, in alliance with SNV and companies like Atlantic-
Starbucks worked with the coffee cooperatives16. 

§ Agencies like COSUDE supported institutions like FUNICA in order to work with cooperatives 
under the Market Development Approach, a framework for working public–private alliances where 
the NGOs and the state have the role of being facilitators promoting business development services 
to be taken on by the private sector17. 

 
DANIDA also financed and promoted cooperatives through their PASA-DANIDA program and 
through SDSC (Solidarity Committee of Central America) They promoted the multiplication of 
cooperatives in Jinotega. DANIDA in addition hired a consultant to develop a business associativity 
approach. Because we consider that work of (2008)18 as the most representative of that approach, 
we summarize it in what follows. 
 
Barrios (2008:6) points out two technological challenges for associative groups with economic 
purposes to be successful:  
  

1. Mastering  “ business and production technologies:"  Has to do with conventional technologies for 
administration, production, transformation, comerce, etc. They are indispensable skills for obtaining 
successful economic results, and are a similar challenge for any type of business. 

2.  Mastering “social technologies":  This is a more important challenge for associative enterprises 
than it is for individual businesses, because it deals with instruments, skills and values for learning to 
cooperate and being self managed in a context of many people with equal attributions for  making 
decisions in the enterprise. Without success in this aspect it is not possible to obtain economic 
success in associative enterprises”. 

 
																																																													
14 Pratt, L. y Monge, G., 2002, “La ‘agenda centroamericana para la competitividad y el desarrollo 
sostenible’: de la competitividad con pobreza a la competitividad con calidad de vida” en: Bodemer, K. Y 
Gamarra, E. Centroamérica 2020. Un nuevo modelo de desarrollo regional. Venezuela: Nueva Sociedad. 
15 See Darell, Mc., Bonilla, J. y Mendoza, R., 2004, PL 480 Title II. Development Assistance Program. 
Midterm performance evaluation. Managua: CRS, ADRA, PCI and Save the Children. 
16 Mendoza, R. y Fernández, E., 2007, Café es más que cafeína. Managua: SNV. Consultancy inform. 
17 Mendoza, R. Fernandez, E. y Zeledon, V., 2006, Sistematización y Valoración de experiencias del Proyecto 
Piloto Desarrollo de Mercados de Tecnología – FUNICA. FUNICA/COSUDE. 
18 Barrios, C., 2008, Marco conceptual sobre desarrollo y promoción de asociatividad rural con fines 
económicos. Nicaragua. Consultoría para DANIDA: Apoyo Programático al Sector Agropecuario, APSA II 
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 Working only on point 1 and avoiding point 2 can distort the first and affect the sustainability of 
the cooperative. And this is what apparently has happened; Barrios feels that emphasis has been 
placed “on the causes of the deficiencies related to the context of the market, the technological 
challenges in production, or on the administrative systems of the businesses,” but “ the reflection 
about the causes related to the external promotion strategies of the associative enterprises has been 
insufficient” (2008:5).  For example, a disproportionate subsidy can encourage a cooperative to 
relax their administrative discipline and their degree of transparency toward their membership, 
because they end up content with reporting to the donor agencies. 
 

“ Many interventions of external promotion have placed emphasis on the provision of business 
development services, like training on more or less conventional aspects for agro businesses in general, 
e.g. markets, chains and agribusiness planning, administration, legalization arrangements, norms for 
production processing, etc. Likewise there has been an emphasis on the provision of financial incentives 
to promote the quick creation and impact of associative enterprises in the commercialization and 
provision of the value added to agricultural products. Meanwhile, the aspects of the promotion of 
ownership, trust and good associative governance have been seen as challenges of lesser importance. A 
similar situation exists in respect to the challenges about how to promote associative learning for the 
small-scale producers in the technical, administrative and even more organizational aspects.” (Barrios, 
2008:13).  

 
 As a solution Barrios proposes that the external promotion should correspond with the level of 
performance of the cooperatives, subject to being monitored by their skill level based on indicators 
of economic, administrative development, governability and internal cohesion results. 

“ The offer of external financial resources, especially when they are concessional or donated, and the 
promotion of the incursion of the group into contexts of cooperation and more complex economic 
activities (e.g. larger groups, new associative economic activities), should be assigned based on the 
quality of the real performance of the associative groups in their associative efforts  without external 
financial support. This support could intervene under a type of “incentives and disincentives” directed at 
promoting the adoption of certain “good associative practices” and the achievement of good economic 
performance, which should be measured through quality indicators in the economic, administrative, 
governability and organizational aspects.” (Barrios, 2008:16).  

 
 This business perspective focuses on the cooperative, is aimed at its leadership, works on “social 
technology” based on social capital approaches, and proposes a type of promotion on the part of the 
aid agencies in accordance with the skills that a cooperative might obtain depending on their 
performance in economic, administrative and governance terms. Nevertheless, this approach does 
not distinguish between grassroots and second tier cooperatives, whose development in the case of 
the coffee cooperatives has responded more to the idea of harvesting and storing enough coffee to 
be able to negotiate with the buyers; the approach assumes that the cooperatives are not mediated by 
power relationships, there is no distinction between leaders and administrative management; 
cooperatives are distinguished by their performance as an organization isolated from the 
geographical and historical context in which they are located. Apparently “social technology” is 
presented as something apolitical in a Nicaragua where the political is always behind every 
organization and product. 
 
Even though there has been no progress on the recommendation made by Barrios, of classifying 
each cooperative by performance, so that the support of the aid agencies might correspond to that 
classification, the largest aid agencies (DANIDA, COSUDE, ASDI) tend to take their inspiration in 
this approach. 
 
1.3 Organizational theory of cooperatives 
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Santos de Morais in “ Notes on the Theory of Organization”,  inspired partially in Marx,  proposes 
that cooperative organization has to do with the division of labor19,  which means a disciplined 
distribution of tasks in order to achieve a product, which is why salaried farm workers in 
cooperatives tend to have more success than peasants in cooperatives, because  
 

 The ideological behavior of the peasant in a organizational process is more of a artisan type, because 
the peasant (this artisan of the agro) operates in a sole production process, without division, in which 
the producer begins and  finishes the product.  The ideological behavior of the salaried farmworker 
in an organizational process is of a worker type, because the salaried farmworker (this worker of 
agro) operates in a socially divided production process in which each person just does one part of the 
product (Santos de Morais, pp. 9) 
 
 The union, the cooperative and even more the multiple service cooperative are social mechanisms 
with complex organic structures in which the object or action which is proposed to be done involves 
the intervention of various individuals. No one begins and finishes the same product” (10) 

 
 The author attributes some more ills to the peasants, like the dominance of the local leader: 
 

 It is these factors where the resistance of the peasants to organize comes from. When they do 
organize it is rather around one leader than around an association ( Union, cooperative, etc.) (pp. 11). 
 
 In contrast to the peasants, the farmworkers naturally tend towards social organization, in addition to 
working in a socially organized way, they operate within the complex social division of the 
production process characteristic of the large capitalist enterprise. From the moment in which they 
hire the farm worker they inculcate in him an awareness of the efficiency of collective action in the 
elaboration of the product or in carrying out an activity” (pp. 12) 
 
 Even though a peasant association with a good budget can be found, in most cases it doesn't go 
beyond a small structure that doesn't go beyond a savings-and-loan department. Among farm 
workers it is more feasible that an organization might have various departments, for example: 
consumption, training, commercialization, machinery, credit, etc.; all this in terms of organizations 
of social stabilization” (13) 

 
 Note: the workers organize “naturally” and the capitalist business does not exploit them nor are 
there relationships of domination, but rather “they inculcate an awareness of the efficiency of the 
collective action...”. The author mentions other “vices” that likewise are attributed to the artisan 
way of working of the peasantry: 
 

...  vices of the artisan way of working  which are manifested little by little undermining Unity and 
Discipline. These vices are inherited from the artisan way of working that predominate in societies of 
incipient economic development, based on small enterprises or family type businesses with little 
social division of labor. 
 

																																																													
19 Santos de Morais´partner, Castelo Branco (2001) in her doctoral thesis, “Comunicación y capacitación en 
Empresas Autogestionarias surgidas de laboratorios organizacionalesin footnote No. 1., says: “Here artisans 
are expanded like in Morais (1987) as a sociological concept derived from the ideas of Marx, refering to the 
fact that the conditions of existence are what generate the conditions of social awareness. Based on this, since 
the artisan is a producer that does not work with a technical division of the productive process and possesses 
a social awareness, or an ideology,  he would refract associationism. The artisan is not necessarily one who 
lives off of artisanry. It could be a dentist, a doctor, or even a peasant involved in family farm production, 
that meets the requirement of not using the technical division of labor in their works of production or of 
service provision.”   
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 The vices of the artisan forms of work that undermine Unity and Discipline within the heart of the 
collective enterprise are classified, in terms of their character or origin, as opportunistic and 
subjective. In the first case, the opportunistic character of the vice is manifested as a reflex of a sub 
ideology generated by the private ownership of the means of production. In the second case, the 
subjective character of  the vice is manifested as a reflex of a sub ideology generated by the idealistic 
vision determined by the artisan forms of working. (26)  

 
 With this approach the question arises as to why some cooperatives in Costa Rica and Honduras 
were successful or failed. He does not mention the cooperatives of Nicaragua where his approach 
comes very close to the approach of the Sandinista government of the 80s, not politically but in the 
idea of cooperatives mostly composed of farm workers and workers from urban areas, and in the 
idea that the peasant way was contrary to socialism–or in other words “individualistic”, or as Santos 
de Morais  would say “artisan”. 
 

“For Santos de Morais (1987) one of the causes that explains the failure of  some associative 
initiatives is due, first of all, to the ideological profile of the members, which means that the more 
artisans there are in a collective the more problems it will have to sustain itself, regardless of the 
amount of support or the external aggressions that it might receive”. (Castelo, 2001:17-18) 

 
Santos de Morais proposes Organizational Workshops for the cooperatives to be successful. These 
workshops consist in intensive training, 15 days for “workers or semi-workers”, and 30 or 40  
uninterrupted days for “artisans”. This training allows the participants to fight “the vices” through 
“vigilance, critique and meetings.” (pp. 35). 
 
 Our assessment of this approach is that the proposed Workshop could be very appropriate for 
improving the functioning of cooperatives, particularly with post Workshop accompaniment as 
Castelo Branco (2001) suggests. Nevertheless, there would have to be a change in approach: The 
cooperative experience in Nicaragua mostly based on farm workers, in contrast to what Santos de 
Morais proposed, tended to fail, because they were more “controllable and manageable from 
above”; while the peasant way was understood as an improvement of the cooperative experience by 
providing it more autonomy ( See Equipo Envio, 198520).  In fact the most successful cooperatives 
in Nicaragua tended to be those composed mostly by peasant families around greater product 
differentiation21, as we will see ahead in this very study, referring to relatively successful grassroots 
cooperatives due to their mostly peasant composition. 
 
The approach of Santos de Morais focuses on the internal functioning of the cooperative. He 
conceives cooperatives as collective organizations and consequently needing a division of labor 
(discipline, punctuality). His romance with the workers that organize “naturally” is striking, while 
he emphasizes the “vices” of the artisans, and he has no problem in seeing the useful role of 
capitalism, while he declares himself in line with Marx. From the perspective of Nicaragua this 
approach leaves out the context of the cooperatives in their horizontal level (the social territory 
where they are located, for example the coffee cooperatives that include the production phase with 
individual members without the need for the division of labor) as well as their vertical level 
(processing and export phases with business management from the second tier cooperatives). 
 
1.3 Cooperatives from the social economy perspective 
 

																																																													
20  See Revista Encuentro,  special number on cooperativism, 1988. 
21   See the case of the milk cooperatives in Boaco-Chontales (Pietrobelli y Artola, 2003,  The takeoff of the 
cluster  and milk product chain in Boaco y Chontales). O RL  cooperatives diversifying services like that of 
the 20 of Abril and Hermandad Campesina  cooperatives. 
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 The fair trade chains began at the end of the 80s with Equal Exchange from the United States, 
Equal Exchange, Twin Trading, Cafédirect, Oxfam,  and Max Havelaar  from Europe,  including 
MINKA with organic coffee, and other organizations. At that time the fair trade requirements were 
being a small-scale producer and being organized (cooperative), something that has evolved in 
terms of the social group of the producer; in exchange they are provided a financial award so that 
the cooperatives might support their members in housing and education. In a parallel fashion, other 
projects support forestry cooperatives, for example PROCAFOR with funds from Finland, Action 
Aid (Spain) supporting multiple service cooperatives, and Swiss Workers Aid supporting 
agricultural cooperatives. Keywords: fair trade, cooperatives, coffee, associativity. 
 
 It is within this context that the social economy approach developed in the country (notion of 
“popular economy”), and in a way connected with other initiatives with the same approach on the 
international level. This approach of the social economy22 has its roots in the cooperative experience 
of the 19th century in Europe. It emerged as an alternative to private and public models, with 
cooperative forms of association, mutual companies and nonprofit associations. Keywords: 
associative, communitarian, mutual support, solidarity, self-management, collective groups, capital 
as a means and with social meaning, generation of well-being for their members and the 
community. They are forms of organization that reject “the vertical, patriarchal and authoritarian 
logic of the capitalist enterprise” which “rests on a new horizontal relationship between people and 
the workers, where the principal value is not capital but cooperation and solidarity between people” 
(Chamorro, 2007:18)23. 
 

“ The Social Economy has been taking shape in Nicaragua with the popular economy of urban and 
rural self-reliance in its individual and associative forms, based on the labor force more than on 
capital. The needs of their members have priority, and the goods and services that they produce or 
sell  are directed at meeting the basic needs of the population or the community. They get started in 
order to deal with concrete needs like work, food, health, education through their own efforts and 
resources. This new economy started in the country because of the public policies that were creating  
exclusion, poverty, unemployment and environmental degradation.  
 
They are organizations of a participatory, democratic nature, self managed  and autonomous from the 
state and the capitalist system, they tend to coordinate activities with other groups in the search for 
common actions.” 
 (Chamorro, 2008:19) 

 
O. Núñez is the person who has most worked on this concept in the country, although with a 
different label: “The Associative and Self Managed Popular Economy”24. For Núñez the 
impoverished producers of the countryside and the city excluded from the capitalist system can 
through associativity “access an economy of scale, facilitating their control of credit, of processing, 
distribution, commercialization, knowledge and technology; to access economic surpluses, the 
control of the internal market; to develop a political identity that helps them negotiate economic 
policies in favor of their interests.” “The new economic subjects of this economy are the producer–

																																																													
22  Principal studies: Coraggio, J.L., 2001, Política Social y Economía del Trabajo – Alternativas a la Política 
Neoliberal para la Ciudad Buenos Aires. Houtart, F., 2001, “La Economía Solidaria en su Contexto Global” 
en: Economía Solidaria, No. 159, Vol. 37, Bélgica. Westlund, H., 2003, “Social Economy Form or Contents. 
On the Concept of Social Economy”. In: International Journal of Social Economics, MCBUP Ltd. 
23 Chamorro, A., 2007, Diagnóstico del sector de la economía en Nicaragua. Costa Rica: Alianza Cooperativa 
Internacional para las Américas. 
24 Núñez, O., 2000, Economía Popular: Asociativa y Autogestionaria. CIPRES 2000. Núñez, O., 1998, “El 
Manifiesto Asociativo y Autogestionario. CIPRES. Núñez, O., 2005, El Socialismo Comunitario En 
Nicaragua. CIPRES. 



15	
	

workers... organizing themselves and making use of a cooperative,  self managed associative and 
democratic strategy whose purpose is the satisfaction of needs, the well-being of their own 
members.” 
  
These actors, nevertheless, need to master market mechanisms: “To grow and successfully compete 
in the market these actors need to base themselves on associative business strategies” (Chamorro, 
2007:21). They are actors organized with business strategies that are competing “for resources and 
surpluses with the capitalist economy out of their own dynamic, and are building an alternative 
project and strategy” (Núñez, 1998, 2000 y 2005). This current is in its moment: “Today we are 
about to step forward in this dispute for resources, for real spaces of power, for economic 
excellence.” (O. Nuñez commenting on the study of Chamorro, 2007: 153). 
 
 This approach has enormous weight in the current Sandinista government, organizations like 
CIPRES that conceptualize the cooperative movement, and is strong in aid agencies allied with 
cooperatives like Swiss Workers Aid and Norwegian Popular Aid, and in addition is adopted by the 
International Cooperative Alliance (ICA Americas). It is an approach that assumes that the 
cooperatives are democratic with goals of solidarity and internal social cohesion, an alternative 
approach  to the despotic and vertical capitalist enterprises, and that they work for  the well-being of 
its members. It is an approach that is along the lines of what in the 80s was called the proletariat 
perspective, also conceptualized by O. Núñez, where the leaders were the executors (legal 
executors…designated by the judicial authority), “guides”, and internal  tensions were ignored.  
While the path of business associativity in some fashion is more connected to the peasant way, in 
the sense of cooperatives being a means for the rural peasant families to scale up, and the values 
like trust and cooperation are for accessing information and developing a balance of powers so that 
these organizations might be effective. 
 
1.5 The approach of this study to cooperatives  
 
 The proletarian vision, the theory of organization, and the social economy, as well as the peasant 
vision and business associativity vision, all have a certain familiarity with one another. These 
visions constitute our starting point, because they are part of the reality of the country (except the 
case of organizational theory on the cooperative movement), especially in the “interior part of the 
country”. 
 

ü  From the social economy approach we take the idea of cooperatives with a rationality that goes 
beyond the economic part, that are a means to contribute to the social and economic well-being of 
their members; but we distance ourselves from their assumptions of harmony within the 
cooperatives, we conceive the cooperatives as heterogeneous organizations internally–and among–
the cooperatives–socially heterogeneous, in gender and intergenerational terms. 

ü  From the peasant way we take the search for the autonomy of the peasant families in their dream of 
being farmers; but we distance ourselves from the idea of only seeing them linked to agriculture, we 
conceive the peasant families involved in a plurality of agro and non-agricultural activities. 

ü  From the approach of business associativity we take the idea of competitiveness and the need to 
work on the “social technology” in order to transform the “physical technology”; in that, Mendonça 
(2009:105)25 thinks that innovation is the driver of development, and knowledge the facilitating 
element of that innovation; nevertheless, we distance ourselves from a vision of  depoliticized “social 
technology”, and in its place we understand it in a contextualized fashion, and we ask ourselves: 
under what context is innovation produced in the cooperatives? 

																																																													
25 Mendonça, S., 2009 “The new enlightenment: a potential objective for the KM4Dev community” en: 
Knowledge Management for Development Journal. Vol. 5, No. 2. 
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ü  From the theory of organization we take the idea of understanding the origin of the members of the 
cooperatives as an ideological key that has an impact on the success of cooperatives. 

 
 We seek to build a perspective 
of cooperatives with the 
rationality of social and 
economic well-being. 
Cooperatives as heterogeneous 
groups at the horizontal level 
(e.g. grass roots cooperatives 
in their localities, see the red 
color in figure 1 and  2), and at 
the vertical level (e.g. chain of 
second and third  tier 
cooperatives crossing local and 
national borders, struggling with the processing and commercialization phases of the products). 
Cooperatives as the means for a peasant–farmer way that includes the non-agricultural. 
 
 
  That is why we seek to 
contextualize the cooperatives 
in the current reality and in the 
light of their founding history.  
 

• The current context 
includes the growing 
weight of non-
agricultural activities 
with the progressive 
weight of women and 
youth in that world; 
the appearance of the different global–local organizations; strong growth of cooperatives in 
terms of their coffee exports and investments (to be detailed later on). 

• The founding history of the cooperatives was violence: the concentration of the land had an 
impact on the emergence of the war and the cooperative movement emerged starting in 
1979 striking at the Somocista System on the basis of confiscated land; that cooperative 
movement was co-opted by Sandinism that formed collective cooperatives and controlled it 
through credit, technical assistance and the market, but the peasantry intensified the war 
this time against Sandinism, and consequently cooperatives reemerged in 1985 forcing a 
change in direction of the agrarian reform toward the peasantry (individual land distribution 
instead of collectivism)26.  This context contributed to a strong agrarian emphasis and 
tenacious struggle as the horizon and path for cooperatives.  

• In 1992-94 another struggle happened, the cooperative movement escaped the control of 
UNAG when UNAG lost the battle through Peasant Stores and later trying to crush 
PRODECOOP; UNAG that had still partially backed the peasant movement in 1985, 
wanted to control the keys to the cooperative movement in 1992-94 and the peasantry 
rebelled. That context contributed to a growing emphasis on the non agricultural and 
relative cooperative autonomy in alliance with fair trade organizations..  

																																																													
26   This change in direction is also part of a change of military political strategy,  see the speech of H. Ortega 
on the "three glues":  glued to the territory, glued to the peasantry, and glued to the enemy. 

Figure 1.  Coffee cooperatives in local and global arena 
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Figure 2. Cooperatives with their vertical structure 
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After 1994 this cooperative movement certainly now had experiences of cooptation and re-
emergence. After 30 years of strong cooperative-ism, we ask ourselves: 
 
 

§ What specific situation are the cooperatives facing currently?   
§ What power relationships limit and/or empower the current cooperative movement? Where are those 

founding origins of 1979 and re- founding elements of 1985 and 1994? 
§  What are the current counterpower mechanisms identifiable in the light of the founding and re-

founding experiences of the cooperative movement? 
§   What is the future of the cooperative movement? 
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2.   The historical context and evolution of the cooperative movement 
 
 In this section we will present the context of the country in order to ponder the changes in the last 
30 years, in terms of the economy, organizational evolution, as well as the growth that the coffee 
cooperatives have experienced in the last 3-4 years. Later, in the light of these changes, we will 
describe the context of the territories of the Segovias and Jinotega, both in terms of their 
relationship to the cooperative movement and in terms of the cooperatives´relationship to these 
contexts. 
 
2.1 The context of the country in light of the issue that concerns us 
 
Nicaragua in its entirety has undergone big changes in the last 30 years. From a “adult” country it 
has become a mostly young country; from a country with a tremendous patriarchal society, to 
showing the weight of women in the economy of the country: 37% heads of households in the urban 
sector and 30% in the rural sector, in addition to the fact that women continue to be responsible for 
the reproduction work that includes care of the home, the children, the sick and elderly (Barahona, 
200627).  From a rural country (35% urban population in 1950) it has become a country with a 
majority urban population (54.7% in 2000), while Latin America in the same period went from 
41.4% to 75.3%28.  Also in terms of population flow: from rural–rural migration in search of land as 
a means of accumulation, to rural–urban migration, and to outside the country in search of work, 
principally to Costa Rica, followed by the United States, and recently also El Salvador. Just in the 
case of Costa Rica it is estimated that they have a half million Nicaraguan migrants (SICA, La 
Prensa, Sept 15, 2010). The population that is migrating, according to Baumeister (200629) based on 
MECOVI 2001, comes from the entire country, with the interior region of the country (including 
Chontales and Boaco) and the Atlantic accounting for 18% of the permanent migrants, 26.6% of the 
migrants to Costa Rica in 2000, 61% of the total seasaonal migrants for 2000, and 23.3% of the 
Nicaraguan residents in the United States. All this means a greater flow of information and 
resources (remittances) as well. 
 
 These facts produced changes in the structure 
of the economy, reflected in Graph 1: the non-
agricultural weight is already strong in the rural 
population (42.9%); the income of the rural 
population is divided practically in equal parts 
between the agricultural sector and non 
agricultural sector, 51 to 49, (29% non-
agricultural salary, 14% non-agricultural self-
employment, and 6% from remittances); and 
40% of the income of the producers comes from 
non-agricultural activities (21% from non-
agricultural work, 13% from non-agricultural self-employment, and 6% from remittances) 
(Deininger et al, 2003)30. 
																																																													
27 Barahona, M., 2006, Familias, Hogares, dinámicas, Demográfica, Vulnerabilidad y Pobreza en Nicaragua. 
UNFPA, 2006 
28 See: World Urbanization Prospects: The 2007 Revision Population Database. 
www.esa.un.org/unup/p2k0data:asp  
29 Baumeister, E., 2006, Migración Internacional y desarrollo en Nicaragua. CEPAL. 
30 Deininger, K., Zegarra, E. y Lavadenz, I., 2003, “Determinants and Impacts of Rural Land Market Activity: 
Evidence from Nicaragua”, en: World Development, Vol. 31, No. 8. These figures are for 1998, given the 
tendency, if there were another census in our time, surely the weight of the non agricultural would be even 
greater. 
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Graph 1. Characteristics of the rural population, 
Nicaragua, MVS-Survey 1998 
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Table 1. Characteristics of the rural and urban population in Nicaragua, 1998 

Expenses and income All Urban Rural Rural by "type" 

Agriculture Non-agriculture 

Worker self-emp. worker Self-emp. 

Per capita spending 8,257 10,656 5,073 4,271 5,115 5,174 6,156 
Per capita spending (median) 5,226 6,919 3,691 3,307 3,506 4,452 5,026 

Per capita income 8,762 11,857 4,653 2,757 4,044 6,654 5,596 

Source of income: %         

Salary agro 16% 4% 31% 84% 4% 7% 1% 

 Self-employed agricultural 10% 2% 20% 4% 86% 1% 5% 
Salary no-agro 45% 56% 29% 6% 1% 82% 9% 

 Self employed non-agricultural 23% 29% 14% 1% 2% 5% 79% 

 Other sources (incl.  remittances) 7% 8% 6% 5% 7% 6% 6% 

No.  homes (expanded)                774,997 442,209 332,788 56,231 113,288 90,026 73,243 

Population share  57.1% 42.9% 16.9% 34.0% 27.1% 22.0% 

Total population (expanded)                  4,174,591       
 Source: Deininger et al (2003),  Table 1,  calculation from 1998 EMNV  and 1995-MAGFOR surveys 
 

 Key:  the weight of the non-agricultural has grown, the economies have diversified in the 
agricultural world as well as in the non-agricultural world, and certainly relations between the two 
worlds is greater.  In addition the growing weight of the non-agricultural means a growing and 
dominant weight of women in those activities, which shows that according to Agurto (200631)  the 
fact that only 13% of women have property titles is not “bad news”,  but rather an indication that 
most of the women are not in agriculture but in non-agricultural  activities. 

  
  
 
  
 
  
. 
  
2.2 Context from the “interior” part of the country. 
 
Taking into account the country´s context, we now address the “interior” part of the country, named 
this way to distinguish it from the Pacific where the elite who for centuries have governed the 
country have generally come from, and to distinguish it from the Atlantic Coast. It is the “country” 
that in the 80s experienced the greatest cruelty of the war, and since the 90s has been the post war 
region. In this part we describe the changes of this region, its agricultural and non agricultural 
diversity, in order to later look at the evolution of cooperatives in this region and the post war 
reality. 
 
2.2.1 A changing and at the same time unchanging population 
 
It seems a paradox, we are in a region with a lot of changes, but at the same time their results in 
terms of poverty and inequality are practically unchanged up to 2005, and it seems that in 2009 
there is better news. What is behind this paradox? Let us describe the facts. 
 
																																																													
31  Agurto, S., 2006, Importancia de las Mujeres en la Economía Nicaragüense. FIDEG. 
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From 1950 to 2005 the Nicaraguan population grew 4.6 times, growth that operated at a different 
pace, going from 1.1 to 5.1 million people. In the same period the population of Nueva Segovia 
grew 7.7 times, Jinotega 6.8 times and Madriz 3.9 times; in other words only in Madriz was growth 
less than growth nationally. 
 
In comparing the growth rates between censuses it can be seen that up to 1995 there was an 
exponential growth in the country, characterized by a constancy in the population growth rate, 
nevertheless starting in 1995 there was a slowing in the population growth. A similar tendency can 
be seen in the population growth in the provinces of the study. In Nueva Segovia the rate of growth 
was greater than the national rate, except in the period between1971 to 1995; in Jinotega and 
Madriz the growth rate was less than the national rate between 1963 and 1971, and in Madriz 
between 1971 to 1995. 
 
In Nueva Segovia and Jinotega it is noteworthy that their growth was higher than natural population 
growth (3%), and that is explained by: 1) migration of the population coming principally from the 
drier areas; 2) urbanization of the provincial capitals; 3) but the most important spatial change 
happened in the municipalities of the old agricultural frontier, that were the scenario for the war and 
where the agrarian reform of the 80s was more profound, where starting in the 90s certain towns 
took shape as important production and service centers. In Madriz, where there is a greater presence 
of indigenous municipalities, it is noteworthy that the growth rate tends to go down, due to the fact 
that these municipalities are becoming the driest areas of the Segovias, which causes a profound 
migration to the municipalities of the old and new agricultural frontier. 
 
Table 2: Area of the study, Population and growth rates by province, 1950- 2005 
 Province  Years  Growth rates 

 1950 1063 1971 1995 2005 1950- 
1963 

1963-
1971 

1971-
1995 

1995-
2005 

Nueva Segovia 27,078 45,900 65,784 148,492 208,523 4.14 4.60 3.45 3.45 

Jinotega 48,554 76,935 90,640 257,933 331,335 3.60 2.07 4.45 2.54 

Madriz 33,178 50,229 53,423 107,567 132,459 3.24 0.77 2.96 2.10 

 Country 1,057,023 1,535,588 1,877,952 4,357,099 5,142,098 2.91 2.55 3.57 1.67 

 
 Table 3: Degree of urbanization in the area of study (in percentages) 
 Municipalities  Census Period 

1950 1963 1971 1995 2005 
Madriz 

Somoto 25.1 32.4 38.7 49.3 43.6 
Palacaguina 13.9 21.2 22.8 31.7 33.0 
San Juan del Río Coco 0.0 0.0 23.5 12.1 31.2 
Las Sabanas 5.5 11.5 15.8 20.6 21.9 
Telpaneca 18.3 25.5 12.4 12.4 20.3 
San José de Cusmapa 0.0 6.5 11.0 19.6 19.9 
Yalaguina 9.6 10.1 16.3 22.4 17.0 
San Lucas 10.5 6.2 6.9 5.6 16.4 
Totogalpa 10.9 10.5 17.8 16.9 15.0 
Total Madriz 
  

13.6 17.2 21.6 25.5 27.4 
4,518 8,652 11,552 27,411 34,681 

 Municipalities Nueva Segovia 
Ocotal 95.8 94.9 88.5 48.5 98.9 
San Fernando 45.5 44.4 27.9 36.7 50.6 
Jalapa 17.5 21.7 22.9 51.9 44.8 
Ciudad Antigua 26.8 27.0 31.1 32.7 30.3 
Quilali 7.0 8.4 13.4 37.9 26.9 
Mozonte 16.1 12.5 16.3 27.0 26.6 
El Jicaro 11.7 14.7 17.0 27.9 26.1 
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Wiwilí de Nueva Segovia 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 21.2 
Santa María 7.8 9.2 10.8 11.0 12.5 
Murra 12.8 5.3 4.0 4.6 7.7 
Macuelizo 6.9 6.2 6.2 4.6 3.5 
Dipilto 7.9 16.6 10.4 6.8 3.4 
Total Nueva Segovia 21.3 22.3 25.4 36.7 40.9 

57,72 10,218 16,742 54,434 85,671 
 Municipalities Jinotega 
Jinotega 11.3 13.2 14.6 39.9 41.4 
San Rafael del Norte 21.4 20.4 22.4 21.7 27.8 
La Concordia 19.7 22.5 23.0 20.0 23.0 
San Sebastian de Yali 9.3 11.2 15.6 14.0 16.6 
Santa María de Pantasma 0 0 0 7.4 12.8 
Wiwili 0 0 0 6.6 11.6 
San José de Bocay 0 0 0 0.0 9.2 
Cuá Bocay 0 0 0 5.3 8.3 
Total Jinotega 12.4 14.0 15.7 18.1 21.4 

59,99 10,783 14,247 46,798 71,000 

Source: Calculations based on the Population Census of 1950, 1963, 1971, 1995 and 2005, INEC. 
 
 In observing the data presented in Table 3 it is noteworthy that the Nueva Segovia Province has 
followed an urbanization process similar to what has occurred in the country. In 1950 the urban 
population of Nueva Segovia was 21.3%, 55 years later the urban population is 40.9%. In contrast 
in Jinotega and Madriz the urbanization process has been slower. In Jinotega in 1950 the urban 
population was 12.4% and in 2005 it was 21.4%; a similar situation occurred in Madriz, where the 
urban population went from 13.6% in 1950 to 27.4% in 2005. In conclusion, in these three 
provinces the weight of the rural sector continues to be greater than the urban sector, even though 
the province that has tended to urbanize more quickly is Nueva Segovia. 
 
We are in a region with a large amount of population mobility. Municipalities like San Juan del Rio 
Coco were colonized in the 40-50s with the presence of wealthy coffee strata, coming from 
Telpaneca and Somoto, while Pantasma was colonized between the 50-60s with peasant basic 
grains strata coming from San Rafael del Norte and Jinotega.32 The logic of that migration was to 
sell land in order to buy larger amounts of land in the mountains. This logic and practice began to 
happen again at the beginning of the 90s; it was rural-rural migration expanding the agricultural 
frontier of the country. We call this agro migration. The cooperatives are located within these 
realities and emerged on the basis of the farm workers from that time. 
 
What is most noteworthy from the 90s to our times, nevertheless, is the growing migration toward 
the cities and outside the country33. It is no longer in search of land carrying bean seed, coffee or a 
calf. It is in search of work to survive and to send remittances to their families. Baumeister (2006), 
based on the MECOVI 2001 Census, notes that 27% of the migrants are rural, and 18% of the 
permanent migrants come from the interior region and the Atlantic (see Table 4). In a recent study, 
Baumeister & Fernandez (2007) show that 30.3% of the migrants to Costa Rica come from the 
interior region (and 25.2% of those who go to El Salvador), and 11.2% from the Atlantic region, 
while in the previous study Baumeister (2006) also said that 61% of the temporary migrants come 
from the interior region and the Atlantic. In other words, even though many migrants work in agro 
outside the country, we are fundamentally facing a non agro migration.  
 
Table 4.  Seasonal and permanent migration, 1998 and 2001 (%) 
Zones Population (2001) Permanent Permanent Seasonal migrants Residents in US 

																																																													
32 Fallas, R., The agricultural frontier of Pantasma. Mimeo. 
33 Now by the mid 80s the urbanization in Managua was widely known, it was a migration motivated by the 
war. See: Marchetti, P., 1988, Managua es Nicaragua, Revista Encuentro. 
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migrants (1998) migrants in CR 
(2000) 

in CR (2000) 

Managua 25,2 38,1 16,3 7,3 51,3 
Pacífico 32,2 43,9 57,1 31,7 25,4 
Interior & Atlantic 42,6 18,0 26,6 61,0 23,3 
Total 100,0 100,0  100,0 100,0 

(5 193 162)     
Source: Baumeister (2006) based on MECOVI, 2001; http://www.census.gov; Rosales, J. (1999), Nicaragüenses en el exterior, INEC. 
 
 
 
 
 
While we observe these changes, 
the data on poverty up to 2005 
shows very little change. Here is 
the paradox, following Gomez et 
al (2008)34, Map 2 shows the 
change between 1998 and 2005: 
the municipalities with 
improvements are in the plains of 
the Pacific and in the central 
interior area “where extensive 
ranching predominates” (e.g. Río 
Blanco). In the municipalities of 
the Segovias, in contrast, poverty 
increased. The results in the 
Map are based on censuses, not 
so the explanation of 
“extensive ranching”, it is 
rather the growing urbanization 
and the strength of the non 
agro, just as we have been 
revealing here. 
 
Map 3 in turn shows the 
change in the number of poor 
by municipality. These 
changes, nevertheless, are for 
the worse: most of the 
municipalities in the central 
northern area had an increase 
in the number of the poor. 
 
From this: 
 

§ poverty is linked to rurality and within it to agriculture (Wiggins, 2006, World Bank, 2001 y 2005)35. 

																																																													
34 Gómez, L., Martinez, B., Modrego, F., y Munk, H., 2008, Mapeo de cambios en municipios de Nicaragua: 
consumo de los hogares, pobreza y equidad 1998-2005. Managua: RIMISP. 
35 Wiggins, S., 2006, Poverty Reduction Strategy Review. Country case: Nicaragua. London: ODI, Chronic 
Poverty Research Center. World Bank, 2001, Nicaragua Poverty Assessment. Challenges and Opportunities 

Map 2. Changes in poverty levels 1998-2005 

Map 3. Changes in number of poor 1998-2005 
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§ Said in reverse: those who escape poverty do so because of their connections to the non agro 
(Deininger et al., 2003) 

 
 Nevertheless the data for 2009 shows good news (see Table 5) especially for the rural sector and 
particularly for the extremely poor. What explains this change? The  preliminary hypotheses are: 1) 
the zero hunger program could be a factor that made a difference, 2) the remittances in 2009, even 
though less than in 2008, are greater than they were in 2005, and would have created a difference, 
3) it also probably has to do with structural factors of urbanization and the weight of the non-
agricultural sector–which could make the difference  between the poor and the extremely poor with 
a variation of just “cents”; 4) by way of hypothesis we note down that a good group of agrarian 
elites not benefitted between 1990 and 2006 did receive support from the current government, 
something that produced a cascading effect, or in other words through a temporary widening of the 
pyramide.  
 
 Table 5:  Poverty reduction 
 FIDEG INIDE 
  Poor   Extremely poor   Poor  Extremely poor 
2005 48.3% 17.2% 48.3% 17.2% 
2009 44.7% 9.2% 42.5% 14.6% 
    Rural  fell 6.9%  and 

urban 4.1% 
 
2.22 Diversification in the agricultural world 
 
Even though the non agricultural is acquiring greater strength, it is also clear that the basis for this is 
agriculture (Marchetti, 2008)36. Processing and commercialization of products, for example, is 
based on agricultural production. And that basis is diversified. See Table 6 referring to cattle. 
 
 
 
 
Table 6. Data on cattle by accessibility and province 
Province Total herd % Herd in areas with good accessibilty Herd in areas with bad accessibility 

      % Herd % Herd 

León 168672 6.3 85 143371 15 25300 

Chinandega 124661 4.7 85 105961 15 18699 

Managua 77381 2.9 100 77381 0 0 

Masaya 19673 0.7 100 19673 0 0 

Granada 38763 1.5 90 34886 10 3876 

Carazo 28878 1.1 90 25990 10 2887 

Rivas 71339 2.7 80 57071 20 14267 

Nueva Segovia 65076 2.4 75 48807 25 16269 

Madriz 36351 1.4 75 27263 25 9087 

Estelí 76974 2.9 75 57730 25 19243 

Jinotega 120413 4.5 65 78268 35 42144 

Matagalpa 259336 9.8 65 168568 35 90767 

Boaco 218208 8.2 65 141835 35 76372 

																																																																																																																																																																																										
for Poverty reduction. Report. No. 20488 NI  World Bank, 2005, “Drivers of Sustainable Rural Growth and 
Poverty Reduction in Central America: Nicaragua Country Case Study”, Gray Cover Report No. 31193-NI. 
36 Marchetti, P., 2008, Rethinking the Agrarian Question: Land Reform, Social Movements, and Inclusive 
Rural Development in Central America, Bolivia, and Ecuador. Belgium. 
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Chontales 324318 12.2 52 168645 48 155672 

Rio San Juan 169634 6.4 20 33926 80 135707 

RAAN 163603 6.2 10 16360 90 147242 

RAAS 693759 26.1 12 83251 88 610507 

Total 2657039   49 1288991 51 1368047 

 
From this: 
 

§ The smaller the producer is in terms of land ownership and production areas, the more 
diversified is their production, and the more family labor is used. 

§  Escaping from poverty can have to do with structural factors (urbanization, migration - 
remittances) and programs like Zero Hunger. 

 
2.23 The non-agricultural world 
 
But the difference, apparently, is in the combination between the agro and the non-agro, and both 
within a framework of high diversification. 
 
Income from agriculture out of total income of the urban population is 12% in the “interior” part of 
the country (Corral & Reardon, 2001)37. Income from commerce (non agricultural) is 32%, while in 
Managua it is 24% - in Managua  “other services” and construction are more important (idem, 437).  
In terms of access to land, the picture changes: the more land you have the more income you get 
from agriculture. But people without land are 30% richer (more resources) than the average small 
producers and 10% richer (more resources) than the medium scale producers. Connected to those 
figures, those without land tend to have more education and are those who are more involved in 
non- agricultural activities. What does this mean? Studies on the basis of the EMV-1998 survey 
provide the following lessons: 1) families with small areas of land are poor, generally have a large 
family and low levels of education; 2) families without land in the same places but who have a 
greater migration flow from places (rural-rural, rural-urban) tend to be less poor, have more 
education (and it is even believed that they have smaller family units); from these cases, supporting 
families without land to get land could be counter-productive. Table 7 details the characteristics of 
homes by region. 
Table 7. Characterístics of rural homes by zone, 1998 
  All Managua 

Zone 3 
Rest-of-
Pacific b 

Interior c Atlantic d 

 Number of households (%) 1,861 3.2 33.1 44.1 19.6 

Land holdings Avg. farm size (mzs) 14.1 6.8 6.1 9.2 39.8 
Landlessness rate (% of households) 37.9 58.3 52.2 35.1 16.7 
% of households with 0>5 mzs 33.4 26.7 31.2 39.0 26.0 

Labor and 
demographic 

Gender of household head (% men) 82.2 78.3 80.5 81.3 86.8 
Age of household head 44.9 47.3 46.5 44.5 42.7 
Number of adults (>12 years) 3.7 3.7 3.8 3.7 3.6 
Adults who can read and write (%) 61.2 77.5 71.8 56.9 51.3 
Ave. years of education of adults 2.9 4.9 3.8 2.5 2.1 
Degree of most educated member      
Preschool (% of households) 8.9 1.7 11.9 8.7 4.1 
Primary (% of households) 33.2 46.7 44.9 28.7 21.9 
Secondary (% of households) 4.9 16.7 9.3 2.6 2.2 
University (% of households) T.I 11.7 4.7 1.8 0.8 
Incidence of migration      
Domestic (%) 8.1 8.3 9.3 8.9 4.4 

																																																													
37 Corral, L. y Reardon, Th., 2001, “Rural Nonfarm Incomes in Nicaragua”, in: World Development, Vol. 29, 
No. 3. 
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Foreign (%) 2.1 1.7 4.4 1.2 0.3 
Infrastructure 
access (% 
households) 

Access to household      
Paved road 7.2 6.7 9.8 8.0 0.3 
Dirt road 52.8 90.0 70.6 43.0 41.4 
Trail 28.8 0.0 14.1 36.7 38.1 
Electricity hook-up 29.5 83.3 51.6 21.9 5.8 
Water hook-up 19.6 56.7 36.7 12.4 4.1 

Social and 
organizational 
capital 

Community related social capital 30.5 51.7 28.7 33.0 28.2 
Business related social capital 2.1 8.3 2 2 1.8 2.5 

* C "Interior" includes Nueva Segovia, Jinotega, Madriz, Esteli, Matagalpa, Boaco, and Chontales. 
Source: Corral & Reardon (2001) basaed on EMNV 1998	
 
From this: 
 

§ The data that we have is from 1998, given the increasing urbanization and migration, it is expected 
10 years after that census that non-agricultural activities might have more weight. 
 

 
2.3 The evolution of cooperatives and the leap of the coffee cooperatives 
 
Seen from the first emergence of the cooperatives in 1934 with Sandino, an 80 year view presents 
us with an obvious growth in cooperatives in general, not just in number and membership, but also 
the formation of first, second and third tier cooperatives. It is a growth accompanied by policies, 
laws and institutional structure in the state and in society. This growth, nevertheless, is really 
impressive when we focus on the coffee cooperatives, not so much in terms of their number but in 
terms of their coffee exports, their investments and alliances.  
 
2.3.1 Nicaragua, a country of cooperatives 
 
If the picture of the reality has changed, what has happened with the cooperatives? Table 8 shows 
that most of the agricultural cooperatives emerged in the 80´s, Table 9 breaks down the different 
types of cooperatives in 2006, Table 10 presents the historical evolution of the cooperatives and 
some events that directly have to do with the cooperative movement38, and Table 11 shows the 
character of the cooperatives based on their land possession and the impact that it has on the land 
ownership structure in the country. 
 
Table 8: Number of cooperatives Incorporated and Members, 1963-2010 
Year No. of Cooperatives No. of Members Average members/cooperative 
1963 43 7,915 184 
1976 255 43,624 171 
1989 3,475 60,044 17 
1991 3,398 105,803 31 
2006 2,063 108,370 53 
2008 2,673 127,273 48 
2010 2,916 131,755 45 
Source: 1963-1991: Data from Cooperativismos en Centroamerica y el Caribe 1992. 
2006: data estimated based on MITRAB data 
2008: INFOCOOP (Updated cooperatives). CIPRES. Las Cooperativas Agroindustriales de Nicaragua, December, 2008. 
2010: INFOCOOP. Includes updated cooperatives and newly formed ones. 
 

																																																													
38 To consider the historical evolution of cooperatives from a social economy perspective, see Chamorro 
(2008) for an extensive and detailed study. 
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Table 9: Cooperatives in 2006 
Type of Cooperatives Number of Cooperatives 
Agricultural Cooperatives 881 

Collectives 1475 
Sub total 2356 

Savings and Loan 294 
Industrial and Services Transportation (350)m taxis (296) 646 

Fishing 385 
Other services: sm industry, crafts, tourism, 
mining 

220 

Multisector 130 
Multiple service 102 
Road maintenance (communal) 52 
Housing 33 
Sub total 1568 

Grand Total 4218 
Source: Chamorro (2009) based on CIPRES (2006) “Social Business Responsibility, Popular Economy and Civil Society” 
and DIGECOOP (2006-2007). 
Note: DIGECOOP offers other data, 6,100 cooperatives for 2006 with 144,432 members, but they are cumulative data 
from the 80s, without the corresponding corrections having been done, for example, cooperatives that no longer exist, etc. 
 
Table 10: Evolution of Cooperatives as organizations 
Year Organizational reconfiguration Emphasis 
1914 Promulgation of Commerce Code Associative nature 

with mutualist 
purposes 

1933 Constitution of farming cooperative in Wiwilí by Sandino More political and 
economic 

1945 Promulgation of Labor Code Consumer and 
economic 

1963 Promulgation of agrarian reform law which created IAN, INBIERNO 
and BNN for distribution of land forming farming colonies = 
cooperatives 

Releasing peasant 
pressure for land 
without affecting 
large estates 

1979-
1990 

Boom of agricultural cooperatives (CAS collectives, individual 
CCS…) 

 

1997 FEMUPROCAN starts (Federation of Women Producers from the 
Countryside of Nicaragua). Includes 100 first tier cooperatives and 
4,300 members, 8 unions of agricultural cooperatives (UCA), one 
Association of Women Ranchers (AGACI) and a Rural Bank 
(SACPROA), distributed throughout 26 municipalities in the macro 
regions of the Pacific (Managua, Carazo, Granada), from the 
Northern Region (Madriz, Matagalpa, Jinotega), and the Atlantic 
Region (Nueva Guinea and Paiwas). 

 

2005 Promulgation of Law 499 creates: National Council of Cooperatives 
(CONACOOP) as a body for participation and advocacy of actors in 
the strategies and programs for the cooperative sector; Institute for 
Cooperative Promotion (INFOCOOP) as the principal authority for 
the application and control of the new law. Principles: 

• Free entry and voluntary withdrawal of the members; 
• Solidarity 
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• Democratic control: one member, one vote 
• Limitation of interest to the contributions of the members, if 

any is recognized 
• Equity: distribution of surplus in proportion to participation 

in operations 
• Respect and defense of  its autonomy and independence 
• Cooperative education 
• Promotion of cooperation among cooperatives 
• Solidarity among the members 
• Equality in rights and opportunities for members of both 

sexes 
1990s Establishment of second tier cooperatives (Unions and federations)  
1992 PRODECOOP starts: covers Esteli, Madriz and Nueva Segovia  
1997 CECOCAFEN starts: brings together 17 grassroots cooperatives and 

UCA of Jinotega and Matagalpa. Sells coffee. 
 

2000 FEDUBONIC starts (Federation of Forestry Owners of Nicaragua), 
bringing together: Organization of Community Representatives of the 
Caribbean (OSICAN), Federation of Forestry Cooperatives of Jalapa 
(CECOFOR), National Coordinator of Retired Officers (CNOR), 
United Projects (Boca de Sábalos, Rio San Juan), Federation of 
Cooperatives del Rio (Cooperio/Rio San Juan), Association Amigos 
de Soslaya Park (Siuna), Green Spring Foundation (Chinandega), 
ADEPROFOCA (Dipilto), ASPROFOC (San Fernando), Indigenous 
Community of Tilba Lupia (Kukalaya-Rosita) and 10 communities of 
Puerto Cabezas. 

 

2002-
2004 

The national organization of fair trade and organic coffee 
cooperatives is formed (CAFENICA), it includes PRODECOOP, 
COSATIN, Tierra Nueva, SOPPEXCCA, CECOCAFEN, 
SOLIDARIDAD, PROCOCER, UCPCO, Del Campo, UCA Miraflor 
and San Isidro. 

 

2006-
2007 

FENIAGRO (Federation of Agroindustrial Cooperatives of 
Nicaragua): CECOCAFEN, CECOOPAL, UCOSEMUN, Del 
CAMPO, ECOPA, PRODECOOP, UCPCO. They export corn, 
sesame seed, peanuts, milk products. It started as a business alliance 
of unions and federations of agro-industrial cooperatives, they later 
formed the federation to sell their products to local and international 
markets. 

 

2007 The Agro-industrial Federatoin of Cooperatives is established 
(FENIAGRO) that represents a very advanced level of organization 
and economic concentration of the sector. 

 

Pedro Haslam is the president of FENIAGRO and CAFENICA. 
 
 
 
Table 11: Evolution of the Land Ownership Structure in Nicaragua 
 1978 1990 1994 
Sector Area % Area % Area % 
Private 8,073,000 100.0 4,398,090 54.4 5,576,722 69.1 
500+ (mzas) 2,920,000 36.2 524,745 6.5 750,511 10.5 
200-500 (mzas) 1,311,000 16.2 925,507 11.4 1,412,077 17.4 
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50-200 (mzas) 2,431,000 30.1 1,701,591 21.0 2,129,915 26.0 
10-50 (mzas) 1,241,000 15.4 1,118,955 13.8 1,146,815 14.2 
-10 (mzas) 170,000 2.1 137,404 1.7 137,404 1.7 
       
Reformed   --  -- 3,674,910 45.6 2,496,278 30.9 
APP Enterprises   --  -- 755,000 9.3    -- -- 
Cooperatives   --   -- 895,000 11.0 662,997 8.2 
Squatters   --  -- 1,459,996 18.0 1,104,441 13.6 
Indigenous Comm   --  -- 170,914 2.1 170,914 2.1 
Individuals   --  -- 425,000 5.2 255,000 3.1 
Beneficiaries of Privatization   --  --    --  -- 302,926 3.7 
Source: Molina (1994), quoted in Stanfield (1994) 
Notes on the last table: 1) for 1990 the land ownership structure showed that the large estate 
structure was dying, going from 36% to 7%, and a reformed sector that took in 46% of the total 
farm area composed of cooperatives, state enterprises, squatters, indigenous communities and 
individuals39; 2) between 1990 and 1994 there was a change in the reformed sector, due to the 
transition period where close to a million manzanas of land were approved for 10,000 beneficiaries 
(Corrales, 1999:6), also due to the fact that during the Chamorro government the agrarian reform 
continued, but a large part of those who received land sold it, which in turn explains how the large 
owners with more than 500 manzanas had a 43% increase in their total area and those with between 
200-500 mzas had a 53% increase. Table 12 shows the change in land ownership over 22 years. 
 
Table 12: Evolution of land ownership structure: 1978-2000 
Strata of Ownership 1978 2000 Rate of Growth 

1978-2000 No. of Mzas % No. of Mzas % 
Less than 10 mzas 170,000 2 385,112 4 127 
From 10-50 mzas 2,241,000 15 1,830,035 20 47 
From 50-200 mzas 2,431,000 30 3,303,457 37 36 
From 200-500 mzas 1,311,000 16 1,647,185 18 26 
More than 500 mzas 2,920,000 36 1,769,231 20 39 
Total Area 8,073,000 100 8,935,020 100 11 
Source: CIPRES (2006), “Small and Medium Agricultural Producers: Food Security and 
Agroindustrial Development.” Volume 1 and 2 based on CIERA (1989) and CENAGRO (2000). 
 
In terms of gender in the cooperatives: The weight of men as both members and leaders continues 
to be too strong, even though there have been advances: 1) more women members are appearing, in 
some they are the spouses and daughters, and even though there are few there are some women who 
have joined the cooperatives on their own merits; 2)  the boards of the cooperatives generally have 
one woman as a board member. There are organizations like NITLAPAN that have worked on 
microleasing and show interesting cases, in non agricultural activities as well as in the method of 
microleasing with technical assistance and a role of administration in the cooperatives. Other 
organizations have understood women from a social perspective (e.g. health projects); other 
organizations see that empowerment is that the women move into production, and so support them 
with seed for grains, or they give them pigs and hens – like the Zero Hunger program of the 

																																																													
39 Corrales (1999) describes the history of land ownership and the legal problems that occurred between 1979 
and 1999. 
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government.40 The discussion on this last point is that with these policies the burden of work on 
women is increased. 
 
What do we get from this? 

• The agrarian reform has changed the land ownership structure and the existence of 
numerous cooperatives makes Nicaragua into a “cooperative country.” 

• The cooperatives have evolved to establishing second tier cooperatives (e.g. UCAs) and 
third tier cooperatives (e.g. FENIAGRO is one of four federations that exist in the country), 
but 98% of their members continue working on the production phase. 

• The cooperatives also have evolved through scaling up into activities of processing and 
exporting products, particularly coffee, and in implementing international aid projects; in 
other words, they are an association (cooperative, uniting producers), a business (process 
and export) and an NGO (implement projects) – these latter two from their status as a 
second tier organization, without legally being neither Inc. nor NGOs. 

• The picture of the reality of the country has changed: the growing weight of the non-
agricultural. Given this reality, the cooperatives have reacted with vertical integration, 
while the diversity of economic activities that is happening in each village and municipal 
capital have been left to the efforts of the members themselves; said another way, the 
grassroots cooperatives as a structure continue being agricultural, while the families of their 
members are increasingly being involved in non-agricultural activities, and the second tier 
cooperatives are involved in the processing and commerce phases. 

• While the population is young and the weight of women in the economy has increased, 
particularly in the non-agricultural41, the cooperatives tend to continue on without ceding 
space to women and the youth. 

 
2.3.2 Evolution of the cooperative movement in the northern part of the country 
 
The cooperatives are within this context. Table 13 expresses the totality of cooperatives in their 
different degrees and by province. Note that the region (Jinotega, Esteli, Madriz, Nueva Segovia 
and Matagalpa) has a significant number of cooperatives and greater vertical organizational scaling: 
168 grassroots cooperatives (20% of the total cooperatives in the country); 9 of the 14 second tier 
cooperatives; and 3 of their third tier cooperatives (Note: data for 2010 show that there are 20 
second tier cooperatives; this data needs updating which we have not done due to lack of complete 
records). 
 
Table 13.  Inventory of types of cooperatives. 2006 
 Province Total cooperatives  third tier cooperatives UCA 2do tier  grass roots 

cooperatives 
Jinotega 28 - 2 26 
Estelí 42 1 1 40 
Madriz 21 - 2 19 

																																																													
40 Montenegro (END, Aug 27, 2010, “El País de las Maravillas. Descartables”. 
http://impreso.elnuevodiario.com.ni/2010/08//27/opinion130784), probably correctly, she criticizes the zero 
hunger program for maintaining a “family” vision instead of a gender approach, where “women are 
subordinated to the service of the family”. Nevertheless, Montenegro tends to conceive gender with a 
perspective not adapted to the reality of women, her vision doesn´t appear to make a distinction for the 
approaches of rural women. We dare to say that the gender equality approach is universal but each context is 
different, and therefore rural women also express different approaches. 
41 On the one hand we are in agreement iwth Barahona (2006) and Agurto (2006) in the sense of the weight of women in 
agriculture and in social reproduction, but said studies do not help the cause of women in not studying the non-agricultural 
combined with the agricultural, because it is precisely in that economy where the weight of women could be more 
significant than expected. 
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Nueva Segovia 25 - 2 23 
Matagalpa 63 1 2 60 
Boaco 19 - 1 18 
Chontales 45 - - 45 
Carazo 30 - - 30 
Chinandega 120 - 2 118 
Granada 74 - - 74 
León 66 - - 66 
Managua 77 2 - 75 
Masaya 92 - - 92 
Rivas 98 - - 98 
RAAN 22 - 1 21 
RAAS 37 - - 37 
Río San Juan 22 - 1 21 
Total 881 4 14 863 
 Source: CIPRES (2006) “Responsabilidad Social Empresarial, Economía Popular y Sociedad Civil” 
 
 The grass roots cooperatives are connected to a diversity of agricultural products, particularly basic 
grains, vegetables, bananas, coffee, small and large livestock; See Table 14. 
 
Table 14: Cooperatives and their productive diversity 
Province No. Coo-

peratives 
 Basic 
grains 
(%) 

 Oils 
(%) 

 
Vegetables 
(%) 

 Citric 
(%) 

 Sugar 
cane(%) 

 
Bananas 
(%) 

 
Coffee 
(%) 

 Cattle 
(%) 

 Pigs 
(%) 

 Milk 
Prod. 
(%) 

Jinotega 26 84 0.5 87 2 5 85 26 35 47 21 
Estelí 40 88 2 76 10 3 71 13 62 35 12 
Madriz 19 74 2.1 16 4 2 85 9 32 26 4 
Nueva 
Segovia 

23 74 1 12 4 6 85 17 35 31 16 

Matagalpa 60 84 3 78 7 5 65 34 42 43 45 
Boaco 18 79 1 18 19 8 37 66 65 57 78 
Chontales 45 62 1 16 9 2 2 93 76 59 73 
Carazo 30 71 4 24 23 10 43 32 37 40 2 
Chinandega 118 81 65 18 8 20 3 58 51 45 10 
Granada 74 58 1 35 19 2 15 44 34 36 35 
León 66 79 78 18 26 21 7 44 67 55 5 
Managua 75 61 11 56 23 1 18 52 40 33 9 
Masaya 92 39 13 89 27 0 10 25 17 27 5 
Rivas 98 62 5 26.5 4 3 2 89 42 48 54 
RAAN 21 93 0.2 10 12 14 32 77 51 63 6 
RAAS 37 86 0.1 12 12 11 21 83 66 67 3 
Río San Juan 21 82 0.3 10.5 7 5 8 91 62 54 26 
Total 863 74 11.1 34.8 13 7 35 50 48 45 24 
Source: CIPRES (2006) based on what? 
 
The crop where there has been more scaling up in terms of processing and commercialization is 
coffee.  
 
2.3.3 The boom of coffee cooperatives in the northern part of the country 
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Reviewing the secondary data on coffee exports, surprisingly we find the weight of the cooperative 
sector increasing, and with 
that also an increase in the 
number of cooperative 
enterprises with the status of 
exporters, incease in  export 
prices, in coffee volume and 
quality. Let us look at it in 
more detail. 
 
The coffee cooperatives in 
2009/2010 exported 18% of 
total amount of coffee 
exported: from 200,000 qq in 2006/07 now it goes beyond 400,000 qq (CETREX). In 2008 while 
everyone else´s exports dropped, the cooperatives increased their exports. There are more surprises 
yet. Out of 100 exporters 33 are cooperatives, even though 21 private exporters and 10 cooperative 
exporters did not export even one quintal in 2009-2010 (CETREX). There is more. 
 
Reviewing the prices over various years we see that the FOB price of the cooperatives is higher 
than the price the private exporters 
got. Graph 3 for 2009-10 shows 
that the high prices are above the 
green line, which were obtained by 
the cooperatives, while 
ATLANTIC and CISA exporters 
are below that line. These prices 
come not only from being 
cooperatives and from being small-
scale producers, they are also 
related to coffee quality. According 
to the records of the Cup of 
Excellence, close to 50% of the 
finalists have come from the 
cooperatives since 2001, which 
proves that the coffee of the cooperatives is some of the best in the country. 
 
 A manager of the cooperatives said: “Before the exporters looked down on us, as they would look 
upon a bastard child; now they come up to us: angry. They tell us that they are going to denounce 
us to fair trade for buying coffee from people who are not members of the cooperative. I say to 
them, look, that is how competition works, I am not forcing them to sell to me, I am buying coffee.”  
What factors had an influence in the scaling up of the cooperatives to the point where they have 
“angered” many export enterprises? In a first glance the Venezuelan market appears as a decisive 
factor, particularly with CECOCAFEN; but if we separate out what is exported to Venezuela42, the 
exports of cooperatives continue to rise, particularly when we recall that the cooperatives in 1990-
91 did not reach 1% and in 2006 they were 10% of coffee exports. Returning to the question, let us 
note down three responses.  

																																																													
42 In the review of the data we were not able to determine who exported coffee to Venezuela, the only thing 
that appears clear is CECOCAFEN, but they are not the only ones, and it seems that there are aso private 
exporters who are selling to Venezuela. 
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First of all, the more differentiated a product is, the more formal organization it requires.43In the last 
20 years the differentiation of coffee in the world has increased: it is calculated that there are a little 
more than 100 types of coffee offered to the consumer. A manager of a British supermarket said, 
“coffee is like wine was 30 years ago,“, and wine is now close to 500 types. A differentiated 
product requires following some rules in terms of organoleptic quality (crop variety, type of soil, 
altitude, farm management, wet milling, dry milling, transportation, roasting, packing), as well as 
social and environmental quality. In order to respond to the differentiation, the cooperatives evolved 
organizationally and in terms of investments. They have 2 federations, 15 unions involving more 
than 100 grassroots cooperatives, 14 multiple service cooperatives and 2 associations, all of them 
exporting coffee. They have export and processing businesses (dry milling), cupping laboratories, in 
some cases fertilizer producers, credit and technical assistance units.  
Secondly, the more market logic an 
organization has and diversified an 
organization is, the more 
possibilities it has of accessing 
niche markets and covering itself 
with external resources. This 
diversification ends up being 
expressed internally, externally as 
well as horizontally. Internally we 
see it in the diversity of 
innovations, combining markets, 
technology, credit and projects, 
including strategies for harvest collection, management of the dry milling and cupping, and increase 
in the number of members. Externally: each export cooperative has arrangements with a number of 
buyers in differentiated markets, fair trade (FLO), organic, conventional, specialty coffees and café 
practices, UTZ certified and RainForest certifications; they have also developed connections with 
aid agencies and international NGOs benefitting from their resources and services. Horizontally: the 
cooperatives have developed alliances with the private sector for harvest collection, processing or 
exporting coffee; some cooperatives have alliances with microfinance agencies and organizations 
like Root Capital in order to respond to the challenge of increasing their exports. The following 
contrast needs to be highlighted. The productivity of coffee in the country, very much promoted by 
different policies, has not increased (see Graph 4), but the quality of coffee has, and with it, its 
price: the cooperatives have an FOB price that is above the prices of the large coffee exporters of 
the country, CISA and ATLANTIC (see Graph 3); and  there clearly is an increase in social and 
human capital: they have 10 times more leaders than 20 years ago, and an exponential increase in 
technicians in commerce, administration, credit and technical assistance. Their skills in negotiation, 
project writing, report writing, management, cupping, barismo and social relations with their 
members are competitive. The leap forward of the cooperatives is based on 30 years in the 
expansion of their capabilities. Prior to 1979 coffee export was concentrated in few hands, in the 
80s the state centralized it, and since 1990 the cooperatives have been changing the “map” of the 
power relations behind the “golden bean” and generated a positive externality: the quality of 
Nicaraguan coffee is among the best in the world. 

																																																													
43 So we do not see cooperatives in basic grains nor in forestry products that might be successful, rather we 
see them facing difficulties and disappearing. Meanwhile, apparently there are more possibilities of finding 
successful cooperatives in milk products and coffee, differentiated products. On the other hand we also find 
Atlantic buying and storing quality coffee for the speciality coffee market through two ways: in alliance with 
the UCA SJRC and directly buying off of medium and large producers; this second method is not through a 
formal organization, something maybe that is compensated for by the size of the producers. 
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Nevertheless, the more they grow, the more challenges emerge. A parable:  
 

A mountain climber sees Momotombito and climbs it in order to be on the highest point. After a lot 
of effort he gets to the summit, and triumphant he raises his arms and in turning around discovers 
that among the clouds there is a higher mountain, Momotombo. He looks dazed… and decides to 
climb Momotombo. But in order to climb it, he first has to climb down Momotombito, cross a valley 
and climb up again, this time Momotombo. 

 
Even though the FIDEG and INIDE survey said that poverty was reduced, we are far from escaping 
poverty. How much improvement  does the income and the standard of living “map” of the 
producing families show, particularly for the families who are members of these cooperatives? Is 
there a similar new development between unions of cooperatives and the grassroots cooperatives, 
like there is between unions and coffee markets? The coffee cooperatives are on Momotombito. By 
way of hypothesis, through this study we are getting to understand that the cooperative movement is 
in a very important moment, it is facing another structural “critical juncture”, once again the peasant 
way could transform the growth of the coffee cooperatives in their favor. 
 
 What do we get from this section? 
 

§  The cooperative movement is scaling up organizationally toward second-tier models 
(UCAs), and in coffee, with the processing and commercialization phases. 

§  The cooperatives have their founding origins in the violence for the triumph of a revolution 
in 1979 as well as for the redirection of the agrarian reform in 1985, and the challenge to 
UNAG in 1992-94. The basis of the dispossession was the land, and the form of controlling 
the cooperatives was through the control and cooptation of their leaders and the 
centralization of the property titles so that they would carry out national orders. After the 
90s the control of the cooperatives was through the control of commerce and external 
resources (projects). 

 
§  The rule of thumb in the 80s was: if you want to have access to land, credit and technical 

assistance, then you had to organize, be a member of a cooperative. This rule became 
institutionalized, and also is what the spirit of the donors followed since the 90s. 

§  In terms of gender the rule was: obey your man because through him more “trickle down” 
will get to your home. To youth: obey your elders because more "trickle down" will get to 
you. In other words, it is the cooperative structure based on agro that responds to those 
"from above" (second tier), the connection for social relationships with different external 
actors. 

 
Section 1 is important for understanding the entire text, while section 2 is important for reading the 
following section concerning the territories of San Juan Río Coco in Madriz and Pantasma in 
Jinotega.  It is time now for us to follow the territorial dynamics. 
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3. The cooperative movement in specific territories 
 
This section responds to the question about whether the peasant way can transform the growth of 
the coffee cooperatives in its favor. About whether the repossession processes (good FOB price, 
coffee quality, volume exported, alliances with buyers and aid agencies) can be translated into 
improvements in the lives of the families that are members of grassroots cooperatives. 
 
Even though in all the territories coffee, basic grains and livestock are produced, each territory has 
its own characteristics.  SJRC is more coffee, Pantasma is more basic grains, and Jinotega is more 
coffee and vegetables. But commercial activity is growing to the point of controlling these crops; 
Jinotega is fundamentally urban with a strong connection to the market, SJRC has a relatively stable 
population, while Pantasma is considered to have a high population flow, a corridor of people, 
livestock and inputs, moving between the God Jehovah (16 churches, 14 of them evangelical) and 
the God Baccus (there's a bar at every step). There are five models of cooperatives here: The of 
union exporter model expressed in UCA-SJRC, UCPCO and Soppexcca;  the specialized model of 
the UCA-Pantasma , which is more a product of aid;  the integrated model of the UCA-Jinotega  of 
women; the “artificial”  model (UCANOR) that was started on the basis of new cooperatives and  

sought resources from aid 
agencies, without ending up 
having investments (like the case 
of the UCA-Pantasma)44,  and the 
grassroots cooperative model that 
resists being a “branch” and seeks 
its own space. 
 
3.1 San Juan del Río Coco and 
Cooperatives 
 
SJRC has been the principal 
coffee center since the 50s. Its 
economic vibrancy has not 
lessened, on the contrary it has 

																																																													
44 There are other models of cooperatives in these provinces not addressed in this study: e.g. the 
UCASUMAN union of cooperatives that even though they have FLO certification have been working with 
the Don Paco and CBI companies. Nor do we include the case of CORCASAN which started in the 70’s, was 
confiscated in the 80s and revived in the 90s. 
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expanded in economic activities as well as in terms of actors, today the cooperative organizations 
are a key part of the reality of this municipality, and more and more women are advancing along 
with the increase in non-agricultural activities. 
 
3.11 Situation - context 
 
SJRC has been one of the strongest municipalities in terms of altitude coffee, with large coffee 
farms and estates prior to 1979; the method for accumulation was: take out a loan and, supported by 
the state, take over land, and from that control force labor to come to you. It's one of the 
municipalities where the agrarian reform was radical, leaving in the 80s 72 cooperatives and  state 
property areas. The mode of accumulation then was: the poorest, displaced from the war and 
combatants, received small areas of land either collectively or individually, and the “technicians” 
(Army and MINT officers) got large areas of good land that the State provided to them (particularly 
in the transition period -1990). From the 90s until now: 

• The “technicians” alluded to continued accumulating through the purchase of land from the 
beneficiaries of the agrarian reform, taking advantage of their status (fame) from the 80s. In 
general today they are not seeking to control the cooperatives, with some exceptions, their 
relationship with the Sandinista government is direct and/or through their own structures 
(e.g AMIR). 

• The technicians (administrative managers and agronomists) of the cooperatives over time 
became members controlling the organizational apparatus of the cooperatives, the 
cooperative enterprises (fertilizer, dry mills and export), and the contacts for capturing 
resources from international aid – in many cooperatives they are generally the principal 
clients of large amounts of loans and those who resist paying or “disguise” their debts. 
Other organizations like UNAG, also controlled by technicians, seek to compete with the 
cooperatives through the implementation of potato promotion projects, while organizations 
like Action Against Hunger promote vegetables under a logic similar to that of the 60-70s, 
that production creates the market. 

§ Some farmers of the 70s reemerged through the purchase of land and investment in coffee. 
§ Commerce flourished and with it 6 distributors of products and inputs, whose owners came 

from accumulating wealth in the municipal capital (through bus routes) as well as from 
agriculture; one of the distributors, the smallest, is a grassroots cooperative. 

§ Coffee buyers, known locally as the “Vinagreros”45 that flourished in the 90s and who in 
the first 8 years of 2000 were apparently held back because of loans from the microfinance 
institutions, LDF and the 20th of April Cooperative- for example, because the peasants 
received loans that reduced their sale of their future coffee to these buyers. Now, because 
of the scarcity of credit and because of the reduction of remittances due to the fact that the 
price of labor in Costa Rica and El Salvador has dropped, according to the LDF in San 
Juan del Rio Coco the demand for resources on the part of the small producers is 
facilitating the re-establishment of 25 local buyers who are buying future coffee harvests 
(at 30% of their present value) with resources from Atlantic, CISA and a large buyer (R. 
Tinoco) who went into crisis and is desperately seeking to recover. In contrast to the past 
now this structure includes a lot of local buyers. In this context a new export enterprise has 
emerged as well; EIRSA from families very closely connected to the leadership of 
UCPCO. 

 
The motor of both the growth and the inequality in SJRC has been coffee. This role is increasingly 
at least being shared by the strong advance of women´s businesses, and with them the weight of 
market dynamics is being affected. If we visit a local market we will see the buyers and sellers are 
																																																													
45 One of the largest coffee buyers between 1990 and 2007 and who was also a MINT officer in the 80s. 
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women, and the products being sold are local, national and Central American. Their impact is 
growing: roads are being opened, the highway comes in, communication improves, and the number 
of youth with technical and university formation is growing. 
 
A micro-leasing project promoted by 
NITLAPAN for women members, 
wives or daughters of members of two 
federations of cooperatives (UCPCO 
and UCA-SJRC) confirms what was 
just expressed: 1) the variety of 
businesses, 2) 80% of those businesses 
already existed, the project re-launched 
them: from having enchiladas, 
nacatamales and ice cream to adding a 
store front, from a food stand to 
restaurant; from store front in crisis to a 
storefront with a good stock of 
products, 3) 20% of these businesses 
are new: e.g. poultry farm and 
cybercafe. This confirms the growing 
weight of women in the economy of the municipality.  See Diagram. 
 
3.1.2 Cooperative movement 
 
Where are the cooperatives headed? In the field we see two contradictory dynamics, one where the 
magnet is outside and up and another where it is inside and down. The first is an expression of the 
Union Export model and the second  of the grassroots cooperative model. 
 

a. Union Export Model 
 
Seen in terms of volume of coffee exported, 
businesses created, markets accessed, 
number of members and projects financed 
by international aid, the unions or 
federations have grown year after year in 
the last two decades. Recognizing this 
success, here we critically assess this in a 
broader framework, precisely to show 
certain signs of its tendency toward 
distortion. 
 
This structure took shape in the last three 
decades. Let us look at its logic of re-centralization. First were the grassroots cooperatives, 
generally collectives, under the direction of the State/party that “sent down orders” in a political-
military context. At the end of the 80s and the beginning of the 90s the second tier cooperatives 
emerged, taking some functions away from the boards of the grassroots cooperatives (e.g. 
negotiating credit, control  of property titles). The second tier cooperatives negotiated credit and, 
hooking up to the fair trade market, solved the problems of selling the coffee. Later CAFENICA 
emerged bringing together the unions, and even though it offered advantages of representing them 
before the state and coffee buyers to impact policy, it also took over some functions of the unions 
(e.g. negotiation of credit and partial capture of aid recourses). Then FENIAGRO emerged and later 
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CONACAFE, and something similar happened. What do we have? The centralization of 
organizational functions and contacts with the outside in an upward cascade (“magnet”) – a 
historical tendency that has been accelerated under the current government and sustained by the 
space won through the exporting of coffee (2.3.3). See Diagram. 
 
There are similarities and differences with the cooperative structure of the 80s. First, the 
centralization in general is somewhat similar, the FSLN in the 80s, UNAG in the 90s and now the 
second and third tier cooperatives give the same signal to the aid agencies: “ here is the door, come 
through here”. Secondly, the growing weight of the technicians (managers-agronomists) in this 
reconfiguration is something that began in the 80-90s, and expanded, making them into the 
executor- guides of the cooperatives. Thirdly, good land is not the most valued resource today, but 
the control of the cooperatives and of their enterprises. So the diagram expresses “the inverted look” 
of the cooperative movement (black arrows), which means that it is not so much the peasant product 
that is valued, but rather what comes down from above and from outside: the resources, ideas, 
training content, definition of prices and costs, projects, policies, decisions and promises (red arrow 
between the lines). 
 
This relationship from above to below, nevertheless, is not as lineal as it might have been in the 80s. 
In each box of the diagram there are social structures that interpret what comes in and serves as a 
“sieve.” Everything that comes in is interpreted in accordance with the interests and approaches of 
each party. Within this framework the last ones to realize what is happening in that chain of actors 
are the grassroots cooperatives, who are working on producing coffee, delivering part of it to their 
cooperatives, diverting another part, paying their loans and going into debt with other institutions 
and lenders, diversifying their economic life at the margins of the cooperative structures, and in 
some cases selling part of their land and moving to the municipal capitals or migrating. 
 
The approach of this model is that the cooperative is the means for getting what is valuable, and 
what is valuable is what comes from above and from outside. For that reason the cooperatives are 
diversifying their enterprises and the varieties of coffee that they buy, as well as their providers of 
products: not just cooperatives, but also individual producers and black market buyers, not just 
small ones but also the medium and large 
producers.  First, they have great access to 
different coffee markets, conventional, organic 
as well as specialty coffees because of their 
quality as well as variety (e.g. maragogipe); for 
this market they buy coffee from the 
cooperatives and from outside the 
cooperatives, and in some cases the coffee 
from outside the cooperatives is larger than 
that from the cooperatives (e.g. café practices 
or maragogipe).  Secondly, the logic of these 
structures (administrative-management group 
and part of the board) is that the unions would 
accumulate physical investments (dry mill, 
fertilizer plant, large offices), which also responds to their logic of having more quality coffee for 
high value markets. In some cases they seek to have an administration mode similar to that of CISA 
where each business functions with autonomy watching their costs and income; and in other cases 
they create enterprises where the shareholders include the technical-administrative staff.  
 
 Given these factors, the old arguments that the private sector has low coffee export and processing 
costs for reasons of scale, and that the cooperative sector is committed to informing and training 
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hundreds of members, instead of a half dozen investors, is falling by the wayside. The unions: the 
more they increase their scale, the more their unit costs increase (see attached Graph). In addition it 
is common to hear among the technicians that the “unions without projects are not unions”, 
indicating that a good part of these costs are subsidized by the projects financed by international 
aid. 
 
It is an approach shared by a good part of international aid. The types of consultancies, training 
projects and even strategic plans tend to be content with descriptive data. By way of illustration, we 
have reviewed a sampling of 12 strategic plans of the first and second tier cooperatives of San Juan 
del Rio Coco, and we found that those plans are similar to one another.  Even though the plans are 
individual for each cooperative, the 12 cooperatives appear with an identical historical summary, 
also the assessment, problems, causes and solutions are similar, as well as the subject matter, 
comparative advantages, vision, mission, strategic directions, annual plan of activities… are 
identical. In reality the cooperatives have different origins, in some cases they were the product of 
the agrarian reform, while in other cases they were not. The differentiated social weight varies from 
cooperative to cooperative, as well as what they produce (with greater or lesser quality), their 
leadership, their member contributions and their access to external resources. But according to these 
plans, in addition done with participatory methods, all these cooperatives, regardless of their level 
and geographical location have a similar past, present and future. In addition, taken together, these 
plans reveal approaches in conflict with the very approach of strategic planning46, which is creation 
of the future and not the present as continuity of the past. These plans describe soil-climate data, 
(potential) soil use, and the vulnerability of the zones underlying the old notion of the “natural 
vocation of the soil”, and an agrarian perspective where there are no non-agricultural activities. The 
future appears to solve problems-causes. The strategies are understood as equivalent to activities. 
And the “participatory part ” is becoming aware of this way of looking at the future. How? The past 
extrapolated as the future! 
 
Among the unions studied we also observed variations. UCPCO seeks to improve its administrative 
efficiency. UCA-SJRC, the only one that is not part of CAFENICA, after 10 years of working in 
alliance with the multinational company Atlantic is beginning their own activity of direct export, 
maintaining their connection with Starbucks-Atlantic through café practices. PRODECOOP 
continues to be the largest cooperative enterprise, also in terms of their investments and in getting 
projects. 
 
Finally, there is a certain amount of pressure from some coffee buyers and aid agencies to get the 
unions to pay more attention to the grassroots cooperatives. This coincides with the fact that some 
unions have a law where the shares of the grassroots cooperatives cannot go beyond a certain 
percentage, which means that when they get to that percentage, the resources that were going for 
those shares get redirected back to the grassroots cooperatives. In PRODECOOP and SOPPEXCCA 
for four years now they have been talking about the “turn to the grassroots cooperatives.” What is 
the situation of the grassroots cooperatives? 
 

b. Grassroots cooperative model 
 
Within the framework of strengthening the grassroots cooperatives, let´s say for the transfer of 
resources, the unions/federations selected the cooperatives for their legal status and administrative-
accounting order. Requirements: having accounting books, Gaceta (Legal Record), RUC (tax 
number), declaration of income, certification, Charter – all this at least in the case of the cooperative 

																																																													
46 Hamel y Prahalad, 1996, Competing for the future; Mendonca, S., 2001, Creación de futuro; Ohmae, K., 
1994, La mente del estratega. 



39	
	

members of PRODECOOP. Here we are going to refer to two cooperatives selected by 
PRODECOOP for strengthening, they represent two types of grassroots cooperatives that we could 
describe as successful: they are the Jose Alfredo Zeledon Cooperative (JAZ) and the 22nd of May 
Cooperative (22-M). 
 
The strengthening meant: 1) capitalizing the cooperatives. Consequently a good number of 
members who receive loans with funds from HIVOS for coffee renovation pay the grassroots 
cooperative for that loan, 50% of that payment is for capitalizing the cooperative and 50% as 
member contributions to their cooperative; 2) the amount by cooperative varied depending on the 
number of members with areas for renovation and infrastructure (e.g. wet mill); 3) Also CRS and 
other organizations  (Caja Madrid,) went through PRODECOOP to repopulate coffee plants. 
Apparently the strengthening of grassroots cooperatives responded more to the policies of the 
donors like CRS and HIVOS of providing resources to some unions as well as to grassroots 
cooperatives. 47 
 
Aside from interpretations, what is the effect on the two cooperatives? The difference has to do with 
the origin of the cooperatives. JAZ was formed on the basis of their own resources (contributions) 
with members who were not the product of the agrarian reform, but rather peasant families. Of the 
39 cooperatives that work with PRODECOOP, JAZ is the only cooperative with this distinctive 
character. JAZ has an equivalent of US$900 contributions per member. With this amount it lends 
money to PRODECOOP itself, it finances the purchase of land on the part of its members, builds 
churches, and very recently established a store. As part of its policies, JAZ presses its members to 
hand down their farms to their sons and daughters, who are encouraged to join the cooperative – the 
slogan of the cooperative is “thinking about the family”. Consequently the “turn” strengthened 
something that JAZ already had. 
 
For its part, the 22-M has a majority of members who are a product of the agrarian reform and 
whose origins were not based on their own contributions. But after receiving external funds they did 
begin to contribute. They administered the resources they have in a disciplined manner, apply 3 and 
5% contribution amount per sale of coffee, and with the interest rates are capitalizing their 
cooperative. They also are administering a number of projects of HIVOS, CRS, Caja Madrid and 
WPF for coffee renovation and maintenance as well as bee raising. Consequently the “turn” has 
allowed the 22-M to capitalize itself and begin to grow as a grassroots cooperative. 
 
The 22-M administers the resources they have with discipline, they apply a 3 and 5% contribution 
payment per coffee sale, and with the interest rates they are capitalizing themselves as a 
cooperative. They administer a number of projects of HIVOS, CRS, Caja Madrid for coffee 
renovation and maintenance, as well as bee raising. Consequently the “return” allows the 22-M to 
capitalize itself and begin to grow as a grassroots cooperative. 
 
These cooperatives express one model of grassroots cooperatives. Their characteristics: 1) to the 
extent that they have their own member contributions and receive an external injection of  capital, 
they have a leadership capable of administering their resources under credit modalities; 2) a good 
part of their members end up being benefitted by the projects, 3) they promote ways of including 
women, in general the wives and daughters of the members, something that helps to strengthen the 
cooperative and make it more attractive to donors; 4) they have a leadership which has legitimacy, 

																																																													
47 CRS through its Coffee Project works with 5 partners (CECOCAFEN, PRODECOOP, CECOCEMAC, 
CECOPROCADE and the Fabreto Foundation that supports the 5th of June Cooperative) to benefit 3,500 
producers through their unions and grassroots cooperatives. In the case of PRODECOOP they work with 29 
grassroots cooperatives. 
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in one case through the church (the president is a deacon), and in the other case it comes from 
removing a board which fell into “disorder”, and from including a woman  with great administrative 
ability as part of the board; 5) the basis of the leadership and organizational success rests on their 
knowledge of their members which they get through informal channels. The attached Diagram 
projects a “magnet” model capable of rescuing the model of the cooperative movement in its 
different levels. 
 
Nevertheless, both cooperatives also 
express risks that could undermine this 
model. Their leaderships do not 
necessarily need replacement, but rather 
rotation within a framework of 
organizational learning appears to be 
weak. Secondly, particularly to the 
extent that their resources increase, they 
they need an administration that does not 
not end up excluding the leaders, but 
“good administration to take care of the 
resources of the members” (E. Lopez, 
President of JAZ). Thirdly, the 
inequality that exists in the 
cooperatives has been ignored (see attached Graph), resulting in its getting worse. How? 1) the 
beneficiaries of credit for coffee renovation and repopulation are those who had more coffee and 
unplanted areas; 2) the beneficiaries of the projects tend to be board members (wives and 
husbands), while the poorest tend to be outside of the projects; 3) the strategy of JAZ to reduce 
inequality on the basis of promoting 
the distribution of land through 
inheritance is insufficient, because it 
is limited to the scope of the family, 
while the inequality is between 
families. Finally, in a world of 
grassroots cooperatives unconnected 
to one another, and at times even 
opposed to one another (e.g. JAZ as a 
small cooperative sees CCAJ as a 
large cooperative that challenges 
PRODECOOP in order to affect the 
small cooperatives), there are small 
signs of the beginnings of communication between both grassroots cooperatives, for example, the 
fact that JAZ told 22-M about the opportunity that WPF presented.  
 
What do we learn from this? 
 

§ The traditional model tends to be in tune with the SJRC context of the reconcentration of key 
resources, indirectly supported by the type of consultancies and projects promoted by some fair trade 
organizations and by the aid agencies. Even multinationals like Atlantic understood that one of the 
keys for generating value is to “kidnap” the symbolism of the cooperative movement and manipulate 
the cooperatives in order to buy coffee from medium and large coffee growers. 

§ The grassroots cooperative model, in so far as it is a model, tends to take the role of “swimming 
against the current” at least in so far as they are “approved cooperatives”; they are cooperatives with 
a potential for attracting resources, even though the social differentiation within these cooperatives is 
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rather accentuated and they face dilemmas of “social engineering” (leadership and administration). 
The concern exists as to what extent they are going to be allowed. 

 
 
3.2 Jinotega and the Cooperative Movement 
 
Jinotega is a highly variable province, much more so than Madriz. In the last 10 years the provincial 
capital systematically has been a source for news of corruption, political conflicts in one party and 
another, in one association and another, including the cooperatives. It is a province with 
municipalities like Wiwilí that continue opening up the agricultural frontier, municipalities like San 
Rafael del Norte that have relative stability, and municipalities like Pantasma that are considered 
the “corridor” for resources, products and people. In the midst of this context we find 5 models of 
cooperatives in this province. Here we are going to briefly summarize the context of the 
municipality of Pantasma under the hypothesis that it shows on a small scale what the entire 
province is like, and then we will study the cooperative models. 
 
3.21 Situation-context 
 
Pantasma historically is a municipality that produces basic grains, followed by coffee and cattle, 
with high growth in service (commerce) activities with distributors and stores, commerce in 
agricultural products. It is a post war municipality with an impressive amount of religious 
effervescence (14 evangelical and 2 Catholic churches, business women´s organization and men´s 
business organizations) and bars. 
 
Characteristics of the municipality: 

• It is a corridor between Cuá and Wiwilí in cattle with ranching areas on the Zompopera side 
with owners who live in the provincial capital of Jinotega. It is a corridor in the sense that 
the bills of sale, for example, are done in Wiwilí where they pay the taxes. 

• There are three zones within the municipality, the high part is the coffee zone where rice, 
taro and cocoa are now coming in. Cocoa is being financed by CABEI with a promise of a 
market with Xoco, and the LDF intermediating loans, a three party agreement where the 
UCA-Pantasma also participates. The owners of the large coffee farms also live in the 
provincial capital where the taxes stay. The intermediate zone, the lower part of Pantasma, 
belongs to the indigenous community, areas where there are tensions with properties, titles, 
taxes and is a basic grains zone with increasingly high production costs. 

• Pantasma because of its corridor nature is becoming more and more urbanized and the 
weight of the non-agricultural is increasing. There is a boom of distributors of inputs, even 
though one of the most important ones 
went into crisis along with the 
microfinance institutions, precisely 
because of its expansion without 
requiring collateral, and also because the 
government and the unions distribute 
inputs. Commerce is growing, more in 
the moments when the production is 
harvested in November and March: corn, 
rice and coffee, while in the rest of the 
year commerce in cattle goes on. The 
storefronts have multiplied as well as the product distributors and clothing stores. See the 
Graph on micro-leasing promoted by NITLAPAN as a sign of the weight of women in the 
municipality, something similar to what was described in the previous part: there the myth 

0 
5 

10 
15 
20 

Businesses	promoted	in	CooperaVve	
Miraflores,	2009-10	



42	
	

of the peasant family, corn and beans, scaling up with coffee is challenged, the non-agro is 
at least another route, and increasingly feminine. 

 
Given this reality, the following Table shows the intervention of donors and micro finance agencies. 
 
Projects/organizations in  Pantasma 
Organizations Organ. that gets financed Activities that are financed 
GVC UCA-Pantasma 

(Nitlapan...) 
Cocoa, cooperative formation, milk project with 200 producers (build a milk 
reception center), leukaenia grass (to buy milk in 2011-12) 
-they have 5 or more cows (higher parts of Pantasma) 
-(previously they had commerce, coffee; now they combine coffee+cattle) 

FUMDEC Mayor´s office Reforestation, pigs, chickens, TA 
ENABAS Direct intervention Center for buying basic grains that has failed. (Installations from the 80s) 
PCI Cooperatives  Few  
MAGFOR, IDR, 
MARENA 

Magfor financed 270 mzs 
of corn 

At the time of the harvest the center for buying basic grains will be reactivated. 
Idea: that they sell to Enabas 

AECI Cuculmeca 
 

-training for cooperatives, mayor´s offices... 

CODESPA, 
AECID y CAIXA 

Nitlapan, Cooperatives -womens´cooperatives 
-microleasing 

CABEI-Xoco 
(private)- 

UCA Pantasma, LDF and 
Nitlapan 

-Xoco:seed and commerce 
-nitla :technical assistance 
-LDF: credit 

Mayor´s office Milk project...  
José Rizo-
consortium 

 -3 milk reception centers: 1 in Pantasma, and two more in the municipality of 
Jinotega. 

Microfinance orgs 
LDF  Financing and collection 
20 Abril Coop  Is only collecting portfolio it is not lending 
FUNDENUSE  Recently entering the zone 
PROCREDIT  Pulled out 
BANIC   
BANPRO  With large producers (who live in Jinotega) 
FUNDESER  Pulled out 
 
What do we get from this picture in the face of the reality described above? 

§ Organizations are betting on physical infrastructure as the mechanism for promoting 
commerce. The neoliberal ideology is at the heart of this: physical investment in itself 
generates development. There is no learning from mistakes: GVC already committed the 
same mistake in 2002-3 when they established 3 coffee buying centers without having a 
logic for responding to the market as the unions have done; the same thing happened with 
ENABAS; now GVC is seeking to repeat the same history with cattle. These resources end 
up in the hands of the large producers. The second mistake is promoting something with the 
promise of a market: they did it with fattening calves through NITLAPAN, the same with 
Nicaragua beans, later on with taro, now they are promoting cocoa again with the promise 
of a market, without previously having organized that process. 

§  The medium and large scale producers and business people show up as the bank breakers 
and the project breakers; and if a project does not go where they are, it ends up where they 
are (“all rivers run to the sea”). 

§ The micro finance organizations get their clients over indebted, now they are in retreat, 
except for LDF and FUNDENUSE. 

§ In spite of the signs of the weight of the non-agricultural sector and the growing role of 
women in those businesses, most of the weight of the projects and the loan portfolio of the 
microfinance organizations is not aimed at the non-agro. LDF: 50% of its portfolio in basic 
grains; 40% in coffee; 4% in commerce/services; 6% in cattle. Clients of the LDF: 37% are 
women, most of them for cattle, basic grains and coffee. Hypothesis: in the name of gender 
they do not see the strength of women in commerce and non-agro activities. 
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§ Poverty is more linked to agro, and the projects and the microfinance organizations are 
obstinately holding onto agro, without seeing its connections to the non agro. Risk: be 
financing the production of poverty. 

 
Pantasma, seen within the larger picture of Jinotega as a local/global space, shows that the technical 
solutions promoted, previously more agronomic and now more administrative, are an intentional de-
politization.  Let´s ponder the following phrases: physical investment generates development; 
gender policies are making women go into production; promotion of new cooperatives while the 
unions get fat. Aid resources end up in few hands, in the hands of the large producers and the 
technicians (administrative staff) that do not even live in Pantasma. 
 
 In summary, Pantasma is an agricultural municipality with a strong emphasis on basic grains, 
followed by livestock and coffee, the low parts have more property disputes, it is a “corridor” zone, 
it was in the 80s with the war, and now economically, and it is a municipality with a growing 
urbanization and the growing importance of non-agricultural activities. At the same time, it is a 
municipality with many failed interventions in terms of projects, including micro-finance in crisis, 
failed because of their emphasis on the “physical” instead of the “social”, and for accepting old 
ideologies (approaches) biased to see agriculture where it no longer exists, thus standing in the way 
of opportunities and actors with a great potential for catalyzing development. 
 
3.2.2 The cooperative movement 
 
 Given this context, where are the cooperatives heading? The grassroots cooperative model is pretty 
similar to that described in the SJRC section, with the difference of two factors: 1) the emphasis in 
SOPPEXCCA on the formation of youth (program with the UPOLI for training of basic and 
medium level technicians in agro-ecology; courses in cupping and in coffee preparation, 
painting…); 2) the participation of six cooperatives in the AECI project, that early on tends to 
generate a certain tendency for “separation” without success due to the fact that they are projects 
with defined periods where generally the market promises are not fulfilled; 3) the construction of 
offices in response to a logic of creating more institutional collective spaces, instead of meetings in 
the homes of the presidents. This model, now compared with that of SJRC, reveals a leadership that 
comes from families that were not subjects of the agrarian reform, and confirms that it is a model 
that has been emerging in the last four years. The union export model in this province is pretty 
similar to that described in 3.1.2, section a, with the difference that SOPPEXCCA expresses a 
certain amount of political autonomy, including cafeterias, is developing constructive critical 
thinking with fair trade organizations, they are out ahead in terms of gender policies, connecting 
health and economics, working on their own brand of coffee for women, and a cooperative of 
women workers in the dry mill–even though their credit policies and technical assistance policies 
also continue to see women very connected to agriculture, and this bias limits their ability to more 
effectively support women48. 
																																																													
48  In a conversation with a technician comparing the Los Alpes  cooperative with the Odorico D’Andrea  
Cooperative in the same high area of Pantasma,  the idea was confirmed that SOPPEXCCA  provides 
technical assistance “equally” to men and women, to large and small-scale producers.  In the reflection we 
agreed that that was precisely the problem, because “equally” would have to mean more hours of technical 
assistance to the small producers, and in terms of the women first detect  the strength of their activities to 
support them in those activities, which probably are not always agricultural. For now one enters a coffee 
cooperative with a bias for coffee, and the TA and credit go to  coffee, which is why the women with other 
activities need to adapt “to coffee” to be subjects of technical assistance or other projects.  In this reflection 
with the technician we worked on the following hypothesis: working on women's activities where they are 
stronger can help them better, and if these activities are non-agricultural, then the non-agricultural will be 
saving the coffee. 
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 In addition to these two models, in Jinotega we found three new models: the specialized model, the 
integrated model and the artificial model. 
 

a.  The specialized model 
 
The UCA-Pantasma was formed in 2003,  
facilitated by the aid agency GVC,  
expressing a third model of cooperatives,  
that which has a specialized credit unit 
(Law 499 of Cooperatives). The UCA  
includes 9 cooperatives,  a total of 267  
members,  it operates with 2  managers,  
and has a lot of physical investment 
(offices,  equipment for providing 
agricultural services, capital  for credit).  
This model does not want the credit funds 
transferred to other areas, as could happen 
in the case of the traditional model where 
the credit unit is dependent on the 
administrative manager. The UCA has 
coffee as its principal brand, it started with coffee cooperatives, and from that crop it has been 
expanding toward others: basic grains, cocoa, livestock. Its areas: credit (C$4.5 million contribution 
through GVC), Agricultural services (mechanized technology),  commercialization of coffee 
(includes vehicles for transportation), transformation (includes roaster),  producing classic coffee 
and specialty coffee. 
 
The UCA implements a number of projects: 1) Nitlapan-CAIXA; 2)  a private enterprise, Xoco, that 
finances the production of cocoa (fine),  provides genetic material and promises to buy it; 3) PCI49  
that started in May with a type of agro-business development credit for basic grains, bananas, 
coffee, vegetables, cattle, depending on the assessment that is done of each producer; 4) GVC (an 
Italian NGO) that works in coordination with the CEPs (European Union funds) reactivating 
cooperatives at the beginning of the decade, and has now returned with another project. 
 

b.  Integrated model 
 
In 1998 Swiss Workers Aid (SWA), after supporting productive diversification and soil 
conservation, proposed to form cooperatives through UNAG, an organization with a legal basis for 
negotiating resources; nevertheless, because of differences between men and women, they divided 
into two cooperatives, with the Miraflor Cooperative emerging in 2000. And so started one of the 
six cooperatives that make up the UCA-Jinotega (6 women cooperatives of Wiwilí, Pantasma, 
Jinotega, El Cua  and San Rafael del Norte)  with offices in Jinotega. 
 
 In a workshop with the Board of Directors of the UCA-Jinotega, their management and technical 
personnel, the following conclusions were obtained: 1) half of their members are involved in non-
agricultural activities, while the other half in agricultural activities; 2) 80% of the projects and loans 
that they administer respond to an agricultural focus, and only 20% to non-agricultural activities or 

																																																													
49 PCI already worked with the members of the cooperatives but as members of their communities; now they 
have changed their way of working: they want to work with existing organizations. Model: co-exexute with 
the UCA; after an evaluation the interest earned through that loan could be transferred to the UCA. 

UCA-Pantasma:  Opportunities and limitations 
 
 Opportunities 
§  Management of credit separate from administrative 

management. 
§  The sponsorship of GVC 
 
 Limitations 
§  Separation between leadership and management–

technicians,  between leadership and members,  and 
between the UCA  apparatus and the grass-roots 
cooperatives 

§ “ Fattening”  at the level of the UCA  with tremendous 
infrastructure and services,  not so much at the level of 
the grass-roots cooperatives. 
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for health. In other words, in spite of being a UCA of women, they don't have women technicians, 
they are assessed as agricultural, and the projects of the aid agencies see them as ranchers and 
coffee growers. In spite of this, it also highlighted their strengths: 1) that the grass-roots 
cooperatives have a lot of autonomy, and that like other UCAs they have some cooperatives that are 
strong and others that are weak; 2) there is a growing gender awareness combined with cooperative 
organization out of a peasant and family logic, gaining great experience in this endeavor, like 
inheritance, titling and their investment in health. 
 

c.  Artificial model 
 
 Out of the 106 cooperatives that were established by SDSC (Solidarity Committee with Central 
America) with DANIDA (Project 2004-2007), 17 cooperatives organized UCANOR in 2007.  Its 
establishment happened very quickly at the pace of external projects and sponsored by UNAG, 
ATC and FUNDEX (Foundation of ex-combatants).  This model is closely linked to UNAG,  to 
such an extent that the same person is president of both organizations. 
 
 We describe this model as “artificial” due to the fact that it emerged like a “cloud” in the sense that 
they appeared as cooperatives and as a union in only 3-4 years, and then a large amount of them 
disappeared when the SDSC project ended. UCANOR itself started optimistic that it would get  
external resources, and it has done so to a certain extent, even though not the amount that they had 
imagined. The connection of their president with the president of FENACOOP has allowed them to 
get to aid agencies like Oxfam, Solidarity  and other agencies. Since its beginnings it has been the 
scene of conflicts and scandals, one of the most recent was shown on local television in the month 
of July. They have a presidency and management full of good ideas for projects, and with promises 
of generating all types of programs and for all products, well connected to international 
organizations, but it's “feet” (connections between grass roots cooperatives and UCANOR) are so 
weak that metaphorically it could be said that they are not feet of clay but of “dust”. 
 
 As to be expected, the credit program that they have has not been able to make collections in any of 
the cooperatives. A quick review of their data shows that most of the debt is concentrated in the  
Cooperative of Jinotega and in the Cooperative of Plan de Grama,  and within these organizations, 
among the large producers. They are cooperatives and a union that started under the aegis of 
international aid, with expectations of accessing external resources with an almost null cooperative 
spirit and almost inexistent contributions from their own members. 
 
 The agencies that have worked with UCANOR are organizations that it seems have not been 
concerned with studying their history and their reality so as to support them in an effective fashion. 
Putting resources in UCANOR based on promises or accounting and legal documents is simply to 
do them harm. 
 

 What do we get from this? 
§  The territories are undergoing different forms of exclusion, scarcities of credit and 

traditional models of projects in harmony with the logic of the “inverted look.” 
§  The grass-roots cooperatives are the basis for the existence of the second and third tier 

ones, for the functioning of the cooperative enterprises. 
§  Dispossession: the old land, and now “the new land” (NGO-ization of cooperatives, 

concentration of the connections for controlling processing and commercialization phases). 
If Sandino erred by not institutionalizing his process (e.g. cooperatives), the 
institutionalization since the 90s in practice has led the unions to “distance themselves” 
from (at least a good part of) their bases. 
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§  The greatest challenges are in the area of “social technology”, that includes the relationship 
between the grassroots cooperatives and the unions, as well as between the unions and the 
donors, and between the cooperatives and the markets (buyers, certifiers, etc.). 

§  There are many models of cooperatives: the exporters with more market importance and 
energy; the specialized, with services focused on a territory; the integrated, that develop 
communication within itself but their capacities have been passed over by the donors, and 
they are cooperatives that as an organization have not been able to see their opportunities;  
the artificial, that only survives with resources from aid agencies with not much interest in 
the success of the cooperative movement; and the grassroots cooperative model, that finds 
itself in a difficult situation, on the one hand with the backing of certain international actors 
(e.g. HIVOS, Root Capital), and on the other hand, in an institutional context that does not 
want autonomy for the grass-roots cooperatives. 

 
4.  Findings and Recommendations for WPF 
 
 In this study we are not showing the plundering, but rather how the exclusion happens. Our 
recommendation goes along the lines of standing for a reform of the cooperative movement 
recovering its founding purpose: the democratization of resources through democratizing the 
cooperative organization. This perspective responds to the current situation of the growth of the 
coffee cooperatives, without implying that the standard of living of the member families and the 
grassroots cooperatives are improving. 
 
4.1 Findings 
 
 The inequality expressed in access to land was one of the key factors that unleashed two moments 
of high violence in the country, one in the 70s and another in the 80s. Since the 90s the inequality 
has been expressed more in the control of exports, coffee processing, the market and access to 
international aid resources. The cooperatives have moved into competing for these resources and in 
these scenarios. 
 

§  In the CISA-Nestlé chain the peasant families that produce less than 100qq of export 
quality coffee are not able to scale up to be producers that sell specialty coffees. Nor in the 
Atlantic-Starbuck chain 

§  Through Atlantic one of the unions was able to sell specialty coffees under the certification 
of café practices that goes to Starbucks with a better price. But that is coffee from medium 
and large producers. It is from the same zone, from the same land, altitude coffee, where 
there are small, medium and large producers, but the coffee of the small-scale producers 
does not get the same price as the coffee of the medium scale producers, due to the fact that 
they go to different markets. The paradox is that the same organization buys both products, 
where the product of its members “is worth less” (paid a lower price).  There are also 
unions that sell specialty coffees from members that produce more than 100 qq and can 
meet the quality, labor and environmental requirements, and apparently the specialty coffee 
prices for the same market vary between unions. 

§  The fair trade–cooperative chain could be being set up as the first step toward 
dispossession, an expression of the injustice of the terms of trade that are getting worse. 
The final value of coffee in the US or Europe continues to increase, the prices of inputs 
continue going up, while the income of the producer and their purchasing power continues 
to go down. The unions and their leaders tend to create new enterprises and organizations 
that are less and less controlled by the grassroots cooperatives, even some are creating 
enterprises outside the scope of the cooperatives, while taking advantage of the structures 
and investments of cooperatives. 
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 The current government has declared the cooperative movement as its focus for rural development; 
nevertheless, the cooperatives could be a two-edge sword, a route for either escaping or worsening 
poverty, for reducing or widening the inequality gap. To escape from poverty cooperatives organize 
human will to gain markets and resources that reduce inequality, while the worsening of poverty 
happens when the cooperative movement is kidnapped and gains markets and resources that rather 
increase the inequality gap. What have we found in this study? There are signs of both paths. 
 

§ The coffee cooperatives in northern Nicaragua, for some 4 years, have doubled their coffee 
exports, placing themselves on a par with CISA and Atlantic.  This growth is accompanied 
by the highest FOB price and their undeniable contribution to the quality of the coffee of 
the country in its entirety. The new developments between the unions and the markets 
appear to be worth of praise, while the the new developments between the unions and the 
grassroots cooperatives appear to be tenuous. 

§ There are tendencies toward the centralization of the cooperative movement from the 
government to the third tier, and from the third tier to the second, and from the second to 
the grass roots cooperatives. That control is shared by certain leaders and mostly by the 
technical–administrative staff at each level. Consequently it is not a lineal centralization, 
but a process that has generated a “inverted look” where value is found outside of the grass 
roots cooperatives. 

§  The most strategic thing in the cooperative movement has been the control of the 
cooperative instrument and its businesses (fertilizers, dry milling, export and cafeterias), 
where its owners (the peasant families) have been slowly relegated to the extent that the 
distance between the grass-roots cooperatives and the rest of the tiers has increased, to the 
extent that the distance between the technical and administrative staff and the leaders and 
grassroots cooperatives has increased, and to the extent that the donors support the 
perspective of that staff that say that they represent the cooperatives as a whole (unions-
grassroots cooperatives). The challenge of understanding that dynamic of the whole through 
various voices and interests has been postponed again and again. 

§  The more control the management has and the more distant they are from the grass-roots 
cooperatives, the more risk there is that a national elite might kidnap the cooperative 
movement and that the multinationals would manipulate the cooperatives–in fact some 
multinationals already have fair trade certification, and many of these businesses are buying 
coffee through cooperatives with all the advantages that this implies in terms of financial 
and international branding. 

§ The type of assessment that has prevailed is that of seeing the rural reality and that of the 
cooperatives as exclusively agricultural. And within that, as equivalent to coffee, and so the 
resources and trainings go along the lines of the men –and men over the age of 45. This 
type of assessment makes the members seem ignorant and passive. When the cooperatives 
accept the policy of the donors on gender, they do it by including the wives of the members 
and making them nominal owners of a small coffee area. It is a bias that keeps them from 
seeing the potential the women have and the agro–non-agro connection; the biggest tragedy 
was illustrated with the UCA-Jinotega of women, where even though their leaders 
recognized that more than half of their members are involved in non agricultural activities, 
they had to accept projects where 80% went to agricultural activities. 

§  The statutes of the cooperatives were prepared in a context where land was the principal 
resource, and agro the dominant reality. Given that that context has changed, as has the 
weight of the cooperative unions with the processing and commercialization businesses, 
those rules-statutes legitimate a reality and a process that are no longer dominant. 

§ This model of coffee cooperatives is in a moment of growth with greater risks of separating 
itself even more from its founding bases: the grass roots cooperatives, and consolidating 
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itself as a structure that limits the upgrading processes of the grassroots cooperatives. It is a 
model that depends on international aid, while its costs of processing and exporting 
continue increasing, contrary to the logic that bigger scale would mean less cost. It is a 
model, expressed figuratively, of a “big headed doll with feet of clay”: its members in the 
grass roots cooperatives divert their coffee harvest because of their debts, illiquidity or by 
way of protest; but at the same time it is a model that even for buying coffee tends to 
depend less on its members. 

§ A key lesson that we have gotten from the coffee cooperatives: contrary to the belief in 
“physical investment itself reduces poverty”, as neoliberal orthodoxy preaches, the unions 
gained markets and from that reference point, in order to obtain the required coffee quality, 
got involved in physical investment (dry mills, laboratories, fertilizer plants, …). A very 
important lesson, particularly when we see projects all over that are promoting physical 
investment without previously winning markets nor imagining the markets that they will 
respond to.  

 
International aid has tended to support an agenda that generally has been taken over by the 
recentralization processes mentioned above. 

 
§ The type of promotion on the part of the aid agencies has been that of contributing to the 

“fattening” of the unions and their enterprises, of negotiating the policies with them, and 
financing social and economic projects through the unions. 

§ At different moments attractive platforms have been created, full of good intentions that 
generally have been spaces for capturing aid resources, without there being evidence of 
their contribution to the reduction of poverty and inequality. So it is that between 2000 and 
2006 “The Coffee Network” appeared with the participation of the unions, enterprises like 
Atlantic and a good number of donors, all were participating organizations of FAT-Segovia 
of FUNICA.50In 2008 another network appeared, this time the “Learning Alliance” 
composed of CRS, SNV, Swisscontact and CATIE (and later Oxfam GB would join it). 
They worked on 5 issues very closely linked to value chains: women leadership in rural 
economic dynamics, management of inclusive and sustainable value chains, models of 
linking up poor producers through inclusive businesses, regulatory frameworks and 
promotion policies for the development of value chains, and risk management in the 
development of the value chains. This network is facilitated by CATIE and financed by 
IDRC-Canada. It is a project that broke off of another network at the regional level 
facilitated by CATIE. In contrast with the coffee network, the Learning Alliance does not 
include cooperative businesses nor organizations as its allies, but provides them with 
services. They are networks where the logic of supply prevails, where for example the 
growth opportunities of the coffee cooperatives51 do not appear as their reference point. 
And they are networks where “they share information” among allies, while each one 
follows their own agenda.   
 

 
 At the same time there are many grass-roots cooperatives that are establishing an alternative model 
that does not go against their unions and third tier cooperatives, but rather is a model with the 
potential to democratize the cooperative movement around its founding basis: the grass-roots 
cooperatives. This model allows cooperatives to be seen as a source of value and purpose for 

																																																													
50 There were also come cooperatives that did not participate, like PRODECOOP. 
51	See Mendoza y Fernández (2011), Boom del cooperativismo, ¿señal que cabalgan? En Revista Confidencial 
No. 714.	



49	
	

organizations and institutions, including international ones. This is the model of the “looking at” the 
grass roots cooperatives. 
 

§  They have a strong leadership with different sources of legitimacy, some through religion, 
others through the participation of women, and others through leadership with youth with 
university training. They can be a type of counter power to their unions. 

§  They are cooperatives with tremendous strength expressed in their member contributions 
(shares), years of honest administration, learning from their leaders.  

§ There are aid agencies and institutions in the country interested in supporting the line of 
strengthening the grass-roots cooperatives, not so much so that they might separate from 
their unions, but precisely to strengthen those structures, making them more inclusive as a 
means for their members to escape poverty. Also some buyers of the coffee of the 
cooperatives also are applying pressure so that they take steps to strengthen the grass roots 
cooperatives52. 

§  There are certain cracks that to a certain extent are in harmony with this model:  1) some 
international aid agencies are seeking to work more with grassroots cooperatives, or with 
territories53; 2) some coffee buyers are pressuring for the traceability of the product; 3) 
CAFENICA and FENIAGRO are voicing certain tensions as well as differences between 
unions, while still the majority of the cooperatives aren't in either CAFENICA or 
FENIAGRO. 

§  The reality in the territories has changed, the weight of the non-agricultural is more and 
more evident, and with it the weight of women–not only in the territories, but also in the 
very families of the members. 

§  It is a model that also has risks: 1) its internal inequality could get worse as an expression 
of the reality of inequality in the territories where they are located; 2) receiving support 
from donors that differ in their strategies of strengthening the grass-roots cooperatives can 
continue being a risk for the medium and long term perspective of the grassroots 
cooperatives, e.g. the danger of organizations like AECI that can lead the grassroots 
cooperatives to rather “separate themselves” from their unions, which is another way of 
increasing the “distance” between the unions and the grassroots cooperatives, and also the 
danger that the donors might provide resources without concern about their real use and 
direction of those resources, and/or without being clear that a grassroots cooperative with 
efficient administration could relax their policies and strategies when it receives double the 
amount of resources, and thus head off toward failure- the donors need to be aware of the 
impact that their own actions have. 

 
 In general, the image of the cooperative movement in Madriz and Jinotega is that of a “bigheaded 
doll” with feet of clay. The hope is in the grass roots cooperatives like JAZ, Erasmo Pineda and 22-
M, because of their steps to diversify their activities in the local sphere as well as in being a 
counterweight to their own unions, precisely to energize the weave of the cooperative movement in 
its different levels, and thus contribute to the equity and peace of the country. But this type of 
grassroots cooperatives that we mentioned is still a minority. The challenge, expressed 
metaphorically, would be to turn the big headed doll with “feet of clay” into having “feet of steel”. 
 
4.2 Recommendations 

																																																													
52 CRS.Coffee Project, in the case they are able to renew the project for three more years, will concentrate on 
the San Juan del Rio Coco territory with most of the associations. 
53 For example, Green Mountain Coffee and Coffee Roaster finance part of the Coffee Project of CRS, and 
have said “ we are paying a lot for coffee but the people are still not eating well,” (personal communication 
from C. Castillo, CRS Coffee Project supervisor, 2010). 
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 Understanding the key moment that the cooperative movement is experiencing. The cooperative 
movement has grown, it has infrastructure, the scale of its operations is large and it can compete 
with large enterprises. Also some grassroots cooperatives show encouraging signs. But some groups 
are taking advantage of cooperatives, including large enterprises, snatching away from peasant 
families their principal medium, their organization. Even so, the cracks mentioned above are 
present.  
 
The most important things that this study does is provide us with the following vision: we are 
entering into a golden decade for coffee, in particular for the northern part of the country. In the 
world we will move from 100 types of coffee to 500. The differentiated markets will be multiplied, 
but more definition of coffee quality will be done on the farms and in its processing. And that is 
where mostly the small producers are. These increasingly differentiated markets need differentiated 
coffees, which can be satisfied more with formal organizations (cooperatives). We are therefore 
facing great opportunities, but if the small scale producers do not take advantage of these 
opportunities, then the flip side of these opportunities is dispossession: the small scale producers 
will be expelled from the areas of altitudes over 1000m. What can WFP do to support the organized 
small scale producers to capture even 5% of these opportunities? 
 

§  Redirect all its support to strengthening the grass roots cooperatives, not to separate them 
from the unions, but to strengthen their connection as counter powers; bet on supporting 
them for the medium and long-term focusing on some key territories like San Juan del Rio 
Coco, Peñas Blancas and Pantasma. 

§  This support should be on the basis of applied research and training, using as the principal 
paradigm that the grassroots cooperative is the source of value and of knowledge for 
fighting poverty and inequality. 

o  Research in order to: 1) make explicit the knowledge of the grass roots 
cooperatives (and of the member families), revealing their human capacities with 
the aim of taking advantage of the opportunities that the new reality reveals; 2) 
include real topics like the traceability of products demanded by the buyers, and 
that the members of CAFENICA and other unions need, a topic where the active 
participation of the members along with other actors along the chain is 
fundamental; 3) produce and manage knowledge that would allow innovation along 
the cooperative chain capable of reducing costs and really benefiting the members, 
and above all to generate innovations that would allow them to take advantage of 
the opportunities of the boom. 

o  Based on the research, applied training in: 1) managing local knowledge, 2) 
creating the future (strategic architecture) for managing their cooperatives, unions 
and businesses, 3) knowing how to manage services: e.g. in order to manage credit 
each grassroots cooperative needs, more than formal accounting courses, a module 
on how to do credit based on the reality of each cooperative, of how to assess the 
capacity to pay and how to collect, about how to provide follow up to the clients 
and how to help them take advantage of opportunities.54  

§  For financing projects WFP should define a procedure like the following:  

																																																													
54 This is also valid for cooperatives that provide services of commerce and technical assistance. In the latter it 
is not a matter of teaching them agronomy or business administration, but of how to communicate with the 
families, of how to organize technical assistance, of how to find the problems and how to build mechanisms 
for learning with the opportunities as the horizon. Likewise for commerce services. 
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o the cooperatives with the right to present projects are those that have legal status, 
accounting reports and whose project ideas presented to WPF involved the 
participation of its members;  

o In order to approve the projects, WFP should require that they develop strategic 
plans on the basis of producing and  managing their own knowledge, the definition 
of which some the leaders of the unions should be involved in;  

o The continuation of your support should be subject to compliance with what is 
established in the strategic plans, that the contributions of the members be a 
priority, that they have policies that decrease the inequality gap on the basis of 
accelerating the upgrading of the smaller producers, and the effort in 
communication between grass-roots cooperatives. 

§ The content of the projects approved by WPF should be “made to fit”: 
o Correcting, when the practices of the cooperatives are inappropriate to being a 

counter-power and to responding to their members; 
o Expanding, when the practices of the grassroots cooperatives are appropriate; 
o Generating, when the grassroots cooperatives are looking to take on new 

appropriate practices and policies; 
o and Catalyzing, the good practices, disseminating the lessons learned to other 

cooperatives of the country that are not supported by WPF. 
 

Within the previous framework, in the short term WPF should: 
 

• Promote an impact study on the current growth of the cooperatives in the north in their 
coffee exports, high FOB price and tremendous coffee quality, and above all a study in light 
of the vision expressed above of opportunities in the present “golden decade”. This study 
would reveal the income situation and standard of living of the families that are members of 
the grassroots cooperatives, the new developments between the grassroots cooperatives and 
the unions, and the different strategies of the grassroots concerning their unions of 
cooperatives, and the possible effects of dispossession that apparently are occurring in some 
territories (e.g. the sale of land). On this basis, including the inter-connected strategic plans 
that are going to be done currently, it would allow a development strategy to be prepared 
for the coffee cooperatives of the north of Nicaragua. Taking this strategy, WPF can 
dialogue with different organizations and institutions, or can support institutions like 
NITLAPAN and the different tiers of cooperatives to impact policies and practices of 
institutional change.  

• If that requires more resources than WPF usually provides, then focus the same study on 
one territory, San Juan del Rio Coco, a municipality where it would be important to have an 
impact on donors like CRS, HIVOS and Caja Madriz, organizations like Nitlapan and FDL, 
and the Unions like UCPCO, UCA-SJRC, PRODECOOP and CORCASAN, on 
associations like UNAG and CONACAFE. 

• Support the publication of studies and lessons learned, be they through short articles in 
magazines, newspapers and even books; the current material of this consultancy could be 
the first important input for us to publish a series of short articles. Without dissemination in 
the current moment there is no possibility of generating greater positive changes. The 
dissemination should include organizing seminars and workshops at the municipal level – 
said figuratively: “that Managua and the world move toward the mountains”; the 
dissemination should include WPF publishing in English different short articles aimed at an 
English speaking audience (buyers, donors, students interested in Nicaragua). 

• This requires WPF to move forward: 
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o In collaboration alliances with institutions like NITLAPAN and the LDF; this 
alliance should include the grassroots cooperatives and the unions on the basis of 
creating synergy among the different factors of each organization;55 

o Negotiating with donors to achieve at least a certain amount of openness, and 
prioritize dialogue fundamentally with coffee buyers, so as to explain the 
complexity of the relationships between the grassroots cooperatives, their members 
and other structures, to talk about the need for more studies, from a long term 
perspective, etc. 

o In building a different type of alliance with grassroots cooperatives and with 
unions, not so much based on projects and credit, but within a framework of 
working on poverty reduction and reducing inequality. 

• In terms of the cooperatives that WPF supports and that are facing difficulties in paying 
their loans, such as UCANOR (and other cooperatives in the Segovias), WPF should 
support an applied study accompanied by strategic planning to correct processes that are 
blocking the progress of these cooperatives. On that basis WPF can renegotiate the credit 
policies (terms and eventual freezing of the interest rates) with these cooperatives, so that 
they can honor their debts, and could provide a certain perspective of a future incentive in 
the case that they pay their debts.  

 
On the cover we have included the expression “and always a draft” for the following reason. 
This text should be reviewed after each new study, each new initiative with the cooperatives, 
and each new situation. The learning is infinite and what we learn is “always a draft” while at 
the same time cumulative. 

 

																																																													
55 For example, UCPCO has more capacity for generating technical know-how. NITLAPAN has capacity for 
systematizing and converting this technical knowledge into training material and publications. The LDF is a 
leader in financing for rural development in Latin America. Some grassroots cooperatives could mark a 
difference. Working on a type of alliance promoted by WPF could make a difference in the current reality. 
Meanwhile, now the “learning network” is a group gathered around aid resources  with a supply logic, from 
institutions like CATIE, FUNICA and donors. 


