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Abstract 
Both the decentralization and the natural resource management literature suggest that 
natural resources could benefit from the redistribution of centralized management 
authority. Yet neither has sufficiently examined the processes already underway in 
numerous developing countries to decentralize resource management from central to 
municipal government authorities. This study reviews the role of 21 local governments in 
forest management in Nicaragua.  It finds that most interventions are economically 
motivated, and that three key factors are needed for local governments to be good 
resource managers: capacity, incentive and interest. These three factors are part of a 
process in which civil society can play a critical role. 
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It is amply apparent from more than 20 years of academic and policy literature that the 
decentralization process is highly complex, situation-specific and fraught with obstacles 
(World Bank, 1997, 2000, 2001, Rondinelli & Cheema, 1983, Parker, 1995, Smoke & 
Lewis, 1996, Bienen, Kapur, Parks & Riedinger, 1990).  Add natural resources to the 
equation and the complexity and obstacles multiply accordingly.  Nevertheless, both the 
decentralization and the natural resource management (NRM) literature suggest that 
natural resources, like service provision and local development, could benefit from the 
redistribution of central government authority. 
 
To whom should natural resource management be decentralized?  The decentralization 
literature is primarily concerned with the pivotal role of elected municipal authorities, 
though the natural resource sector itself is largely neglected (Klugman, World Bank 
2000).  In contrast, the NRM literature often gives little attention to local governments, 
placing much greater emphasis on community-based conceptions of decentralization  
(Enters & Anderson, 1999, Fisher, 1999, Encarnación, 1999, Lindsay, 1999, Carney & 
Farrington, 1998). 
 
Yet many national governments throughout Latin America, Asia and Africa are shifting 
resource management responsibilities to municipal governments.  Examples of this 
include Bolivia (Kaimowitz, Vallejos, Pacheco & Lopez, 1998), Guatemala (Martinez, 
2000), Honduras (Kaimowitz, 2000), Mexico (Margulis, 1999), Colombia (Uribe, 1996), 
Indonesia (Caldecott, 1996), Philippines (Cacha & Caldecott, 1996), Russia (Williams & 
Wells, 1996) and Zimbabwe (Child, 1996).  It is thus timely to explore this further: what 
role are local governments playing in natural resource management, and what is needed 
to make these local authorities effective natural resource managers? 
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This paper is based on an analysis of forest management in 21 of Nicaragua’s 151 
municipalities, taken primarily from 16 studies of municipal resource management from 
1998 to 2000.1  It examines the broad powers and responsibilities regarding forest 
resources that the central government has given Nicaraguan municipalities over the past 
decade, the extent to which local governments have begun to assume these 
responsibilities, and the motivations behind their interventions.   
 
Among other things, it finds that municipalities are often reticent to take on forest 
management responsibilities and that their primary actions or interventions are 
economically motivated.  It concludes that local governments need three key factors to 
undertake successful resource management: capacity (technical, financial and legal), 
incentive and interest.  These factors are part of a process in which civil society can play 
a critical role. 
 
The next section discusses the relevant decentralization and natural resource 
management literature.  The third section briefly reviews the current decentralization 
process in Nicaragua, including local government responsibilities regarding forest 
resources.  The fourth section section looks at how and why municipal governments 
exert that authority.  The fifth section examines four of the best cases more closely.  The 
conclusions follow. 
 
Decentralization, Natural Resources and the Role of Local Government 
 
As noted previously, decentralization of natural resource management is a general trend 
in Latin America, as well as in some parts of Asia and Africa.  Bolivia’s1996 Forestry 
Law gave municipal  governments a strong role in forest management, granting them 
25% of the royalties from forest concessions and the right to manage up to 20% of public 
forests as municipal reserves (Kaimowitz et al., 1998).  In Guatemala, the Municipal 
Forestry Administration Plan is helping numerous municipal governments undertake new 
forest-related responsibilities established by Forest and Municipal Law and promoted in 
the 1996-2000 Government Plan (Martinez,  2000).  Honduran municipalities became 
owners of vast tracts of ejidal lands with the approval of the Law for Agricultural 
Modernization and Development in 1992 (Kaimowitz, 2000). 
 
The shifting of NRM responsibilities from central to state and local governments, where 
this is occurring, is usually a part of  broader decentralization processes (Margulis, 
1999).2  As such, it often reflects the nature of the process as a whole.  Rondinelli and 
Cheema (1983) provide the foundation for almost all discussions of decentralization 
today, differentiating four distinct types of decentralization.3  These are: 
 

• deconcentration: the redistribution of authority from the central government to 
field delegations of the central government; 

• delegation: the transfer of specific decision-making and management authority to 
semi-independent units;4 

• devolution: the strengthening of and transfer of governing authority to 
independent, autonomous local units of government, whose activities are 
substantially outside the direct control of the central government;5 

• privatization: the transfer of authority from the central government to non-
government sectors.6 
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In Latin America, Rojas (1999) emphasizes that decentralization has more often been 
instigated hurriedly and in disorganized fashion, reacting to local demands and political 
pressure rather than as part of an organized central government plan. The result of 
these varied processes, so far, has largely been deconcentration and/or delegation.  
Fisher (1999) points out that central governments are much more willing to redistribute 
responsibility than decision-making authority. 
 
In theory, decentralization should improve resource allocation, efficiency, accountability 
and equity, “by linking the costs and benefits of local public services more closely” 
(World Bank, 1988: 154).  Local governments know the needs and desires of their 
constituents better than national governments, while at the same time it is easier for 
constituents to hold local leaders accountable (World Bank, 2000).  Decentralization 
should also promote democracy by “bringing the state closer to the people,” increasing 
local participation and building social capital (World Bank, 1997).   
 
The goals of decentralization largely coincide with the needs of effective natural 
resource management.  Local peoples are more likely to identify and prioritize accurately 
their environmental problems.  Resource allocation should be more efficient and 
information costs lower, and local groups will have a greater sense of ownership of 
decisions, such as rules for resource use, made locally.  It should be easier to monitor 
resource use, and marginalized groups could have greater influence on policy.  The 
formal and informal webs of relations often needed to address resource problems are 
easier to develop over reduced distances. (Margulis, 1999, Carney, 1995, Kaimowitz, 
1998)  
  
This coincides with a general consensus among natural resource practitioners that 
centralized management has often failed (Dembner & Perlis, 1999).  National 
governments sometimes have legal authority over vast forest areas that they are unable 
to control (Carney & Farrington, 1998).  Integrated rural development projects often 
failed because they were top-down projects that did not take local people’s needs or 
desires into account (Lutz & Caldecott, 1996).  Due to the lack of coherence between 
interventions and local livelihoods, many protected area projects resulted in increased 
biodiversity losses and greater social conflict (Enters & Anderson, 1999).   
 
These experiences have led to an important emphasis on local participation in the NRM 
literature.  Ribot, for example, consistently refers to “decentralization and participation” in 
reference to environmental management (1999, my emphasis).  Whereas local 
governments are essential elements in the decentralization literature, this is not always 
true in the NRM literature.  The concern with grassroots participation is so strong that 
studies in natural resource management sometimes fail to give sufficient attention to 
local governments and/or assign them the primary role of promoting local participation 
(Enters & Anderson, 1999, Carney & Farrington, 1998, Lutz & Caldecott 1996a).   
 
Apprehension about local governments is not unfounded.  They are often short on 
financial resources, may be comprised of people with very low education levels and 
technical capacity, and are sometimes captured by local elites who promote clientelist 
relations rather than democratic participation. Technical expertise regarding forest 
management or any other specific natural resource is uncommon among local elected 
officials, and hiring specialists is likely to be expensive.  Strapped for financial resources, 
a government may promote excessive resource exploitation to expand its tax income, 
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become dependent on an extractive or polluting industry, or be subject to political 
pressure. Elected officials may even be involved in extractive industries themselves.  
There may be few incentives for resource conservation or national parks, where the 
benefits may be national or global, but the costs are borne locally.  And where local 
peoples are overexploiting resources, local governments may be unwilling to enforce 
laws or regulations. (Kaimowitz, 1998, Lutz & Caldecott, 1996, Larson, 2001)  
 
Central governments are still needed to provide an important non-local perspective with 
a different incentive structure, with a broader vision for benefits, such as for forest 
conservaton, arising at regional, national and global scales.  Also, ecosystems and 
watersheds, which are more appropriate management units for many environmental 
problems, usually cross political boundaries.   
 
Should natural resource management be decentralized directly from national and/or 
state governments to local community organizations?  Should the principal or exclusive 
role of local governments in resource management be to promote local participation?  
The evidence, as well as the theory, suggests that local governments can and should 
play more extensive roles in natural resource management.  From his study of four West 
African countries, Ribot (1999a) concludes that only elected officials can be 
appropriately accountable to local peoples in forest management decisions.  In their 
review of four years of relevant Overseas Development Institute research, Carney and 
Farrington (1998) found that joint forest management is more likely to be successful, 
among other things, where the support of local political authorities is engaged.   
 
Enters and Anderson (1999) point out that the results of community-based projects 
intended to reverse the problems of past centralist approaches to conservation and 
development have also been discouraging.  They attribute these failings to important 
assumptions about local communities.  While this may be part of the problem, it is also 
possible that many of these projects have not had the desired results because 
organizers have failed to build a lasting local institutional framework in which local 
governments could play a vital role. 
 
As with decentralization in general, there are few, if any, examples of devolution with 
regard to natural resource management.  It is still difficult, therefore, to draw definitive 
conclusions from the evidence available.  So far, it appears that municipal governments, 
at least, are no worse at managing natural resources than central governments 
(Kaimowitz et al., 1998) and, theoretically, that they could be much better.  Given that 
the decentralization of natural resource management to local governments is occurring 
in an increasing number of countries, it is time to examine this process more closely.  
 
The Current Process of Decentralization in Nicaragua  
 
The institutional foundation for the current decentralization process in Nicaragua began 
to be established under President Daniel Ortega’s Sandinista government, with the 
passage of a new Constitution in 1987.  This Constitution re-established municipal 
autonomy, eliminated in 1939, as well as direct election of local authorities. The 
Municipalities Law of 1988 created municipal councils and granted certain limited 
responsibilities to municipal governments.  Municipal elections took place in most of the 
country in 1990 and 1996, together with the national elections, and in the Atlantic Coast 
autonomous regions in 1996. 
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After 1990, the government of President Violeta Barrios de Chamorro 
implemented structural adjustment policies tha t included, among other things, an 
important transformation of the State.  This State reform included 
“decentralization,” but this was poorly defined and largely for international 
consumption.  The result was a series of diverse and sometimes contradictory 
initiatives. (Ortega, 1997)  This pattern changed little under the presidency of 
Arnoldo Alemán, with municipal governments receiving even fewer transfers of 
non-discretional funds.  
 
Nevertheless, municipal governments fought for, and won, additional responsibilities and 
authority.  Reforms to the Municipalities Law in August 1997 substantially increased 
municipal responsibilities and strengthened political and administrative autonomy.  Prior 
to this law, all financial decisions—even the fees for garbage collection—had to be 
submitted to the Presidency for authorization.  Now the National Assembly must approve 
municipal tax plans, but virtually all other decisions can be made by the Municipal 
Councils. (Ortega, pers. comm., 2000) 
 
In the past four years, with this new authority and numerous donor-supported training 
projects, municipal governments have, in general, taken a leap forward in terms of 
recognized authority, decision making capacity and responsibility.  Their budgets, though 
usually still sorely inadequate, have also grown steadily over the years.  Some have 
declined recently due to the phasing-out of the municipal sales tax, for many a primary 
source of income. 
 
Current tensions in the decentralization process remain precisely around the issue of 
municipal budgets.  Municipal governments are frustrated by the quantity of 
responsibilities conferred to them without any comparable fiscal transfers that would 
improve their capacity to meet these new obligations. This is also a complaint with 
regard to natural resource management.  The Municipalities Law grants local 
governments the rather sweeping responsibility:   
 

“to develop, conserve and control the rational use of the environment and 
natural resources as the basis for the sustainable development of the 
Municipality and the country, promoting local initiatives in these areas and 
contributing to their monitoring, vigilance and control in coordination with 
the corresponding national entities.”   

 
In addition, this and several other laws give municipal governments numerous 
specific attributions.7  The most important of these is the right to give their 
opinion, known as an aval, prior to State approval of contracts or permits for 
resource exploitation.  These include concessions on national lands and 
extraction permits on private lands.  Municipal governments also have a right to 
receive at least 25% of the income the Tax Office receives from these contracts.8  
Other rights and responsibilities include the establishment of municipal parks for 
the conservation of important local resources and the development of land use 
plans.  Municipal governments must coordinate with the Ministry of the 
Environment and Natural Resources (MARENA) and/or the Ministry of 
Agriculture, Ranching and Forestry (MAGFOR) to undertake various other tasks.  
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These include participating in environmental impact evaluations, managing 
protected areas, declaring soil conservation areas, controlling forest fires and 
establishing norms for ecosystem quality. 
 
The Municipalities Law authorizes municipal governments to create bodies for 
citizen and inter-institutional participation.  The most important, with regard to 
natural resources, are the Municipal Environmental Commissions (CAMs), which, 
in recent years, have been promoted primarily by MARENA.9  About 60 have 
been established so far.   
 
In spite of all of these attributions, the State reserves for itself the right to make 
key decisions over all of the nation’s natural resources.10  Specifically, though 
legally required to take municipal government opinion into account, it is the 
central government that enters into contracts for resource exploitation.  In reality, 
local government opinion is sometimes not even requested, and dissenting 
opinions can simply be ignored (Larson, 2001).  Similarly, local governments 
claim they have received only a small portion, if any, of the income they believe 
they are owed from the tax revenues generated by these contracts.  Other 
problems exist with “coordination” that is sometimes minimal, as well as 
overlapping authority that requires legal clarification. 
 
Local Government Response to Natural Resource Authority 
 
The 21 municipalities included in this study represent three important forest regions: the 
dry tropical (and largely deforested) Pacific plains, the northern pine forests and the 
rainforest in the agricultural frontier regions of the Atlantic Coast.  With the exceptions of 
León, Chinandega and Estelí, all of which contain important urban provincial capitals, 
plus Jalapa and Ocotal, all of these municipalities are predominantly, if not 
overwhelmingly, rural.   
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Table 1.  Population, Poverty and Municipal Budgets 
  By descending degree of rurality 
            Government 

Municipality Total Pop % Rural % Poor Poverty gap (%) Income/cap(a) 
El Castillo   9,717 96.8 76 17   8.35 
Cuá Bocay 57,599 94.7 78   7   2.96 
Wiwilí 51,985 93.4 78  29       EP(b)   2.26 
Dipilto   3,879 93.2 69 24       EP 13.87 
Waslala 32,924 87.6 98  33       EP   2.07 
Villanueva  22,341 86.2 55   9   5.63 
Waspám 35,082 84.9 68 13   1.02 
Siuna 53,218 84.0 83 19   2.93 
Achuapa 13,186 82.2 86  43       EP   2.47 
El Sauce 25,976 72.8 68 11   3.84 
Posoltega 15,331 72.7 52   8   4.33 
San Carlos  28,733 69.0 79  31       EP   7.07 
San Fernando   5,950 63.3 80 28       EP 12.05 
Bonanza 11,810 62.2 68 13   4.51 
Pto. Morazán 11,411 61.7 52   8   9.90 
Somotillo 24,767 60.1 52   8   4.15 
Ocotal 26,076 51.5 68 17 14.99 
Jalapa 41,756 48.1 87 32       EP   4.21 
Estelí 92,988 41.4 53 11 10.07 
León 161,530 23.3 16   1 13.31 
Chinandega 117,037 16.8 46   9 13.85 
 
(a) Based on 1998 income, 1995 census data, in US dollars; does not include 
intergovernmental transfers, loans or donations 
(b) EP = Extreme Poverty, as classified by the Social Investment Fund (FISE) 
Sources: INEC/OIM, 1999, Arcia, Mendoza & Iachan, 1996, AMUNIC, 1998. 
 

 
Poverty is a serious problem in all of the municipalities studied except León. There is 
also a clear correlation between degree of rurality and poverty.  The two most urban 
municipalities are the only ones with poverty levels under 50%.  The per capita income 
of the local government also tends to be much higher in urbanized municipalities and 
generally declines with rurality. Later we will see that higher income per capita is highly 
correlated with the municipal government’s willingness or ability to fund forest-related 
interventions.   
 
Municipal spending priorities 
 
When we look at overall spending on projects or investments, natural resources tend to 
be low priority on the municipal agenda.  Even in municipalities where the vast majority 
of the population is rural, the vast majority of the municipal budget is often spent in urban 
areas.  In Villanueva, for example, where 86% of the population is rural, only 0.4% of the 
1998 budget went to rural or environmental projects.  To most municipalities, good 
management means more projects, and even when they are located in rural areas, 
projects are rarely natural resource related.  Favorite projects include repairing streets or 
sidewalks; building or paving roads; constructing or repairing schools, health centers or 
water systems; installing electrical systems; and building community or sports centers. 
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These are the projects that constituents demand.  Nicaraguan Law recognizes 
natural resources as the basis for the nation’s (sustainable) deve lopment and 
local governments as important participants in development.  But development is 
still primarily associated with access to running water and electricity, rather than 
natural resources per se.  Citizens view the role of their local governments 
precisely as providing greater access to these services.  Natural resources are a 
“new” area of concern.  Planning for their future demands a new and long-term 
vision, where political horizons have typically been short-term.  This is a learning 
process, as much for municipal governments as for the citizenry.  
 
Spending priorities can also be influenced by other factors, such as local financial 
and technical capacity, party politics and corruption.  Two of the mayors in the 
municipalities discussed here were under investigation for corruption at the time 
of this writing. 
 
Shifting agendas? 
 
Despite this predominant spending agenda, many municipalities have begun to take 
actions that involve the management of the forest resources in their territory.  The vast 
majority of the 21 municipalities have instigated some kind of control over forest fires 
and wood extraction permits.  Over half have either a municipal nursery and/or have 
promoted at least one reforestation project.  The majority charge extraction fees of some 
kind, and/or have instigated additional controls over extraction, such as retention posts 
or ordinances temporarily suspending logging.  Two thirds have Municipal Environmental 
Commissions, usually comprised of representatives of the local government, central 
government ministries and civil society, though some are still largely inactive. 
 
Table 2 provides a summary of the different forest-related interventions being taken in 
Nicaragua today.  It is organized roughly from those with the most interventions to those 
with the least.  The quantity of interventions, however, does not indicate their quality, or 
the seriousness with which actions are undertaken.  The chart provides a clear idea, 
however, of what exists and hence what could be built upon in the future.  
 
Table 2.  Forest-related interventions taken by 21 municipal governments 
  

          
Municipality  Permits

/ avals 
for 
wood 

Tech. 
staff  

Fees Extract. 
Contr. 

Fire 
Contr. 

CAM/ 
other 

Ecol. 
Brig.  

Nursery/ 
reforest.  

Prot. 
areas 

For. 
fund 

Res. Planning 
doc. 

Nat. 
Res. 
ordin
ance 

Other 
 

El Castillo X X X X X X  X X X X X X  
Chinandega X X X X X X X X X    X X 
Achuapa X X X X X X X X   X X X  
Bonanza X in past X X  X X X X  X X X  
León X X X X X X  X X   X X  
Estelí X X X  X X X X X   X X  
Jalapa X  X X X X  X  in past X X X  
Ocotal X  X  X X  X  in past X   X 
Dipilto X X X  X X X   in past  X   
Waslala X  X X X   X X      
Pto. 
Morazán 

X  X   X  X  X   X  

Wiwilí X X  X X in past  X       
El Sauce X X  X X X         
San Carlos X   X X X      X   
Cuá-Bocay  X  X  X  X X       
Sn. 
Fernando 

X  X  X    X in past     
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Villanueva X    X X  X       
Posoltega X   X    X      X 
Siuna X in past  X  in past      X   
Somotillo X    X X         
Waspám X     in past         

 
Notes: Fees= charges for extraction, chainsaw registration, wood transport, fines, etc.; Extraction controls= Examples include control posts, 
system for reporting illegal extraction, temporary logging suspensions; CAM= Municipal Environmental Commission; Ecol. Brig.= Ecological 
brigades; Nursery/reforest.= municipal tree nursery and/or at least one reforestation project; Protected Areas= having shown some interest 
in managing protected areas in their jurisdiction;  
X indicates that some action has been taken but includes interventions under discussion or  in draft ordinance form; not all of the actions 
are necessarily effective.  
 
Sources: Municipality studies Nitlapan-CIFOR, interviews (see Larson 2001), AMUNIC, pers. comm. 
 

It is important to note that the three wealthiest and most urban municipalities in 
this study are among the top five municipalities in terms of number of identified 
forest-related interventions (and the five most urban are in the top eight).  In 
contrast, the poorest and most rural municipalities are located in the bottom half 
of the chart, with the exception of El Castillo and Achuapa.  This does not mean 
that urban municipalities have a greater awareness of natural resource problems, 
but rather highlights the importance of available financial, human and technical 
resources that make many interventions possible.   
 
It is also important to note that there are certain types of actions that have, in a 
sense, a multiplier effect.  A municipality that hires its own forester or agronomist 
is much more able to take on issues of fees, fines, ordinances, volunteer 
brigades, etc., because it has a qualified, full-time person dedicated to those 
tasks.  Similarly, an active CAM with municipal government participation appears 
to facilitate information flows around resource issues, the drafting and passing of 
ordinances, and even to provide a forum for reports of illegal activity and 
extraction monitoring.   
 
All of these actions should be seen, again, as part of a process.  But it is not a 
process without setbacks or reversals.  In three out of four municipalities included 
here, changes of government and the closure of a Swedish aid project led to the 
collapse of technical offices and natural resource commissions.   
 
The Motivations Behind Forestry Interventions 
 
To better understand the type and extent of actions municipal governments have taken 
with regard to their forest resources, it is important to analyze their origin. What was the 
incentive for these actions?  Was the motivation indigenous to the municipality, or to the 
local government, or did it come from external pressure or incentives?  Was it a one-time 
concern, or is it lasting?   
 
We have identified four factors as providing the primary impetus for forest interventions: 

• an economic interest in generating revenue for the municipal government  
• a specific conflict or crisis  
• pressure from NGOs or projects (pressure to act or the enticement of 

funding)  
• recognition of the problem  
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We found that the first three, often in combination, were the main incentives for 
action.  And in some cases they lead to the fourth—a clear interest in and 
concern for environmental or resource-related problems. 
 
It is clear from the nature and quantity of interventions that many municipal 
governments are interested in generating revenue from their forest resources. In 
other cases, conflict or crisis lead to action: the mayor’s office of Posoltega, for 
example, is promoting watershed protection after over a thousand people died in 
a devastating landslide provoked by Hurricane Mitch in 1998.  In many cases, 
NGOs provide important incentives, through their initiative, influence and 
persistence.  Sometimes, however, local governments take action more to 
appease funders than to address erosion or deforestation problems.  Some 
initiatives included here were actually undertaken, for all intents and purposes, by 
projects, NGOs or consultants.  These actions should not be confused with 
municipal capacity or vision, and they may affect the sustainability of the 
interventions.   
 
The Case Studies 
 
This section will examine four of the best case municipalities more closely.  We selected 
four from the top seven in number of interventions from Table 2.  They represent 
different degrees of rurality, as well as each of the forest regions mentioned earlier (dry 
tropical plains, pines and rainforest).  Together, they show varying combinations of three 
key factors we have identified as necessary conditions for effective and lasting forest 
management: capacity, incentive and interest. 
 
Capacity includes the financial, technical and legal conditions to act effectively.  Of the 
cases here, only Chinandega has sufficient resources of its own to invest in local 
technical personnel.  In the three other cases, all require NGO or project funding to 
provide the necessary financial and human resources.  Some of the inadequacies of the 
legal framework are also apparent here.  In Jalapa, illegal logging is ignored in part due 
to lack of clarity over responsibility; both Jalapa and Bonanza had to launch campaigns 
to fight state-authorized resource concessions in their territories. 
 
All four case studies show a clear interplay of economic motives and civil society 
pressure as providing incentives for forest-related interventions.  The economic 
incentives range from a direct financial interest in forest income, to capturing available 
project funds or appeasing an important NGO.  The pressure from civil society may be 
from important funders or NGOs, agroforesters or indigenous communities.  Some form 
of conflict around forest resources (or m ining in the case of Bonanza) also provided an 
immediate impetus for action in every case. 
 
Do any of the three show a lasting interest in or commitment to natural resource 
management?  This is difficult to measure, but in each case there has clearly been an 
improvement over time, as the other factors come together to promote greater 
knowledge and understanding of resource benefits and problems.  All the cases suggest 
that pressure from civil society has been key to moving this process forward.  
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Chinandega 
 
Chinandega is an important, largely urban municipality in the north of the Pacific plains 
region; it is the capital of the department of the same name.  Like most urban 
municipalities, it has infrastructure and resources that are unavailable to the vast 
majority of Nicaragua’s rural districts.  The municipality had a staff of 457 employees in 
early 1999 and a projected income for that year of about $4 million, up from $3 million in 
1998.  Only 17% of the population is rural. Chinandega is severely deforested, with 
serious erosion problems, and its population of some 120,000 demands large quantities 
of firewood.  About 60% of the San Cristobal-Casita Volcanic Complex Natural Reserve 
falls within the municipal borders.  Peasants living on the slopes of the volcanic chain 
are concerned about their water supply. 
 
This relatively large budget makes it possible for the municipal government to 
maintain an Environment Section, with three technical personnel and four park 
rangers.  This staff  is in charge of attending to all of the municipal government’s 
affairs relating to natural resources, including logging permits and site 
inspections, organizing and coordinating fire brigades, monitoring compliance 
with municipal ordinances, developing resource-related projects, and installing 
municipal tree nurseries.  The forest inspectors make site visits to verify the 
conditions for wood extraction and coordinate with the police and the National 
Forestry Institute (INAFOR) to decommission illegal wood.  The park rangers are 
in charge of reporting illegal activities or fires in the reserve areas. 
 
The municipal government hired its own forest inspectors after several anomalies 
arose in the permitting process.  Local environmental activists complained, and 
INAFOR reported that it was unable to meet local demand without municipal 
support.  The additional personnel were hired in an attempt to resolve these 
problems.11 
 
The Environment Section currently manages projects in agroforestry, 
reforestation, the training of fire brigades, integrated patio management and 
integrated pest management.  At least six different international agencies provide 
funds.  Only the patio project, however, was developed at the municipal 
government’s initiative.  The funders themselves requested, or even developed, 
the others. 
 
The Municipal Council passed a natural resource ordinance in January 2000.  It 
establishes a series of charges for the use and transport of natural resources and 
for the registration of extraction or processing equipment.  It also establishes 
fines for infractions, and states that all of the income from fines and sanctions will 
be reinvested in resource management and conservation.  The MARENA 
delegate drafted the ordinance, and the Municipal Environmental Commission 
reviewed it, before submitting it to the Municipal Council for approval. 
 
The Municipal Environmental Commission of Chinandega (CAMCH) promotes 
inter-institutional coordination within the municipality and makes 
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recommendations, such as the ordinance, to the municipal government.  The 
CAMCH has also managed to convince the Municipal Council to include 
sustainable agriculture, environmental education and the strengthening of the 
CAMCH in its investment plan.  MARENA conceived of the CAMs as 
environmental commissions that would be presided over by the Mayor, but the 
Mayor of Chinandega does not preside over the CAMCH.   
 
We can see several dynamics at play in the history of the fairly impressive forest-
related interventions taken in the municipality of Chinandega.  Clearly, the  
government’s capacity to incorporate an Environment Section is directly related 
to its substantial budget.  Once established, this office makes it possible for the 
government to undertake a number of important activities affecting forest 
resources.  Does this office exist because of the local government’s growing 
awareness of the depth and importance of natural resource problems in the 
municipality?   Given the evidence at hand, we cannot answer this question with 
a resounding “yes,” but, on the other hand , we cannot assume that it is totally 
untrue either. 
 
The experience with forest-related projects implies a primary interest in attracting 
funding to the municipality; most projects did not arise from the municipal 
government’s recognition of these kinds of local needs.  According to the head of 
the Environment Section, the local government wakes up to environmental 
problems when it sees the possibility of receiving international aid. Similarly, the 
municipal ordinance is almost exclusively oriented toward income generation and 
was also not elaborated at the initiative of the municipal government.  The 
mayor’s office does not play a leading role in the CAMCH, though it does appear 
open to its proposals. 
 
At the same time, the government has taken important steps, due to problems 
around logging permits, which increased its technical capacity and role in forest 
resource management.  This may have come at the urging of civil society or 
INAFOR, but the municipal government chose to accept these proposals, and the 
technical personnel, as well as the park rangers, are paid primarily with municipal 
funds. 
 
Achuapa 
 
Achuapa is a small, rural and very poor municipality in the department of León, 
located in the transition zone from the Pacific plains to the dry tropical interior.  It 
is a dry, deforested, mountainous ranching zone with severely degraded soils.  
Secondary forests occupy about 10% of the land area, and primary broad-leaf 
forest only remains in fragments totaling about 40 hectares.  Pine forests are 
found over 800 msnm.  Due to steep slopes and highly eroded soils, the vocation 
of 89% of the land area is forestry.  The population of just over 13,000 is 82% 
rural and 86% poor.  The Social Investment Fund (FISE) ranks Achuapa as one 
of Nicaragua’s poorest municipalities. 
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In many ways, the municipality of Achuapa is the opposite of Chinandega, yet it 
is also near the top of the list on the number of forest-related interventions 
undertaken by the municipal government.  As a poor municipality made up 
almost entirely of small and medium producers, Achuapa has the support of 
several important local and international NGOs. A German NGO drafted the first 
version of a natural resource ordinance in 1997.  The Municipal Council only got 
involved when it saw this first version: it did not find it appropriate, but felt the 
pressure of the NGO to act.  The government sought technical assistance and, 
two years later, approved a rewritten version.  It is a sweeping ordinance that 
establishes norms for the use of water, forests, fauna and fire, procedures for 
environmental education, ecological brigades, and fines for infractions.  During 
the process of rewriting the ordinance, it appears that the municipal government 
has taken increasing interest, largely at the encouragement and insistence of the 
NGOs, in local resource management. 
 
As in Chinandega, there were conflicts between the local government and 
INAFOR over forestry permits.  This generated an additional incentive to hire 
municipal technical personnel. The first person hired worked half-time on the 
ordinance prior to its approval.  Nevertheless, he was housed in a project office 
rather than in the government offices, and was never viewed as a municipal 
employee; the government also had difficulty paying his salary. 
 
A new full-time technician is now housed in the municipal offices and manages 
its new environment office.  The government pays 20% of his salary, and an 
NGO is paying 80% of his salary for one year.  His responsibilities consist of 
providing follow-up to the ordinance, conducting forest inspections for permitting, 
coordinating environmental projects and serving as the liaison for Achuapa’s 
Environmental Commission. 
 
The CAM was formed in conjunction with the natural resource ordinance.  Its 
purpose is to identify environmental problems and seek their solution through 
coordinated actions between the municipal government and NGOs.  Specifically, 
it is charged with promoting environmental education, resolving conflicts over the 
use and management of natural resources, and publicizing and promoting 
compliance with the natural resource ordinance.  The president, who, as in 
Chinandega, is not the Mayor, estimates that there are about 20 loggers and 
firewood extractors in the municipality; only four are legal. 
 
The situation in Achuapa demonstrates, once again, the importance of civil 
society organizations in promoting the active involvement of the local government 
in managing its forest resources.  The projects and ordinances did not arise from 
the municipal government itself, nor would they be possible without the direct 
financial support, in such a poor municipality, of NGO funds.  The failure for 
technical personnel to be effectively incorporated into the municipal government, 
or into local environmental networks, is a common problem, though this has 
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begun to change. Many funders have realized that these resources will only lead 
to greater understanding, capacity and assumption of responsibility by the local 
government if they are fully integrated into it. 
 
It is also important to note that the NGOs’ fairly harmonious relationship with the 
Municipal Council has been key to their success.  In other municipalities, NGOs 
have adversarial relationships not only with the local government but also with 
each other. 
 
Jalapa 
 
Jalapa is located in the north central region of Nueva Segovia, in the transition 
zone between the dry tropical mesa and the old frontier.  The majority of its 
population of approximately 42,000 lives in urban areas, but the economy is 
primarily rural.  It is a very poor municipality, ranked in extreme poverty by FISE.  
The municipal government’s primary interest in natural resource management 
relates to its abundant pine forests and appears greatly influenced by certain 
sectors of local civil society.  Nevertheless, even the local population’s interest in 
managing its pines—though not its interest in exploiting them—appears fairly 
new, and due mainly to two initiatives: Pié de Monte and Mesavaja.   
 
Pié de Monte is a Dutch-funded project that began in 1991 under the auspices of 
the Institute for the Environment and Natural Resources (later MARENA). It 
initially intended to promote the development of forest plantations on small farms.  
Over the years it moved into environmental education and agroforestry, 
eventually leading to the formation of several forestry cooperatives, and then the 
Federation of Forestry Cooperatives (CECOFOR).  CECOFOR now has 126 
members, 60% of whom have management plans; it also runs a sawmill, 
participates in fire prevention campaigns and is an active member of Jalapa’s 
Environmental Commission. 
 
Mesavaja is an environmental NGO that began in 1994.  Its primary role has been to 
promote environmental education and to strengthen inter-institutional relations, 
particularly with the local government.  In 1997, Mesavaja promoted the creation of the 
CAM, which is now comprised of representatives of the mayor’s office, police, forest 
owners, loggers, forestry cooperatives and Mesavaja.  A council member presides over 
it.  Through the CAM, Mesavaja promoted two ordinances, which the Municipal Council 
passed in 1998.  The first prohibits the export of unprocessed pine from the municipality, 
based on the recognition that the removal of raw materials generates almost no 
economic benefit to the local community. The second establishes norms for the 
registration and use of chainsaws, the total number of which has jumped to more than 
300 in recent years. 
 
Mesavaja convinced the municipal government to oppose a logging permit that 
INAFOR authorized last year to PINOSA, a company from neighboring Ocotal.  
Among other things, the permit directly contradicted the prohibition on exporting 
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logs.  To reverse the government’s decision, local authorities took their case to 
the National Assembly, eventually winning after a nine-month battle. 
 
The local government is involved in several resource-related studies and projects 
in conjunction with other local organizations and institutes, including a Strategic 
Environmental Analysis, a watershed management project, and a reforestation 
project in new neighborhoods, communities and schools. It is also involved in 
efforts to control the outbreak of a pine blight that is spreading rapidly through the 
pine forests. 
 
The government does not have its own forester--a priority concern for the CAM.  
The vice mayor told researchers that there were no funds to hire one.  Illegal 
logging is a serious problem, though, as well as illegal transport of wood and the 
failure of loggers to follow management plans.  INAFOR admitted that it does not 
have the personnel to do all the site visits necessary or to monitor the 144 
management plans in effect.  INAFOR argues that it is not responsible for 
addressing illegal activity.   
 
As in Achuapa, civil society groups—mainly an NGO but also local 
agroforesters—have been determinant in the local government’s learning 
process.  Their arguments may be even more convincing than in Achuapa, 
because pines are more important in the local economy and generate 
government income.  The abundance of projects promoted in 2000 alone reveals 
a certain leap forward in terms of municipal concern for natural resource issues.  
But the government’s apparent lack of interest in finding a way to hire its own 
forester indicates that important gaps still exist. 
 
Bonanza 
 
Bonanza is an agricultural frontier municipality located in the North Atlantic 
Autonomous Region.  It is not a typical frontier community, however.  The local 
economy has traditionally been based on mining, and the proportion of the 
population that is urban is much larger than in most of the rest of the frontier.  It is 
also a multi-ethnic municipality: 63% mestizo 12, 26% Mayangna and 11% Miskito.  
Overall, the population of some 12,000 is 62% rural and 68% poor.  Almost half 
the municipal territory is located in the Bosawas Biosphere Reserve, and the 
remainder is in its buffer zone.  Bonanza is notably less deforested than its 
neighboring municipalities.  The mayor believes its most important forest-related 
problem currently is frontier colonization, though illegal timber extraction is a 
problem on its borders.  Because mining is a far more important issue in 
Bonanza, however, here we look at mining as well as forestry. 
 
Bonanza’s current and previous mayors, together with the Mayangna 
communities, the Centro Humboldt (an NGO) and the Bosawas project, have 
taken important steps regarding mining.  Among other things, they launched a 
national campaign to prevent the entrance of Nycon, which was granted a mining 
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concession on indigenous lands; and have forced the company 
Greenstone/Hemconic, which has a concession in the town’s traditional mining 
areas, to contribute to the community and to regularly monitor its mining 
contamination.   
 
In the past four years, the Municipal Council has passed 32 different ordinances 
relating to natural resources.  This is far more than any other local government in 
our study.  Most address mining, ranching, solid waste management, etc., but at 
least two relate directly to forests. One regulates the use of chainsaws and sets 
norms and taxes for natural resource use. Another establishes a municipal 
Ecological Park to protect a highland forest.  The primary impetus behind the 
park ordinance appears to be concern over the local water supply.  With NGO 
and German government support, the municipality is also developing a land use 
plan, and is contemplating a new ordinance, based on the plan, to establish 
environmental norms through participatory meetings in every community. 
 
These ordinances have primarily arisen from the municipality’s very active CAM, over 
which the mayor presides, and which includes the Ministries of Agriculture and Health, 
the Police and Army, the Centro Humboldt, Bosawas project, Hemconic and the 
Association of Small Miners.  The CAM meets once a month.  Of the municipalities in 
our study, Bonanza’s CAM is the only one that survived the previously mentioned 
closure of the Swedish aid project.  This appears to be, at least in part, due to the 
particular degree of organization and commitment of civil society and the receptivity and 
support of both the previous and current mayor.   
 
The Swedist project had also funded a forester, which the municipal government 
maintained for three months after the project closed. The position was then 
terminated, however, apparently due to the  low volume of wood extracted in the 
municipality. Instead, the mayor approves domestic permit requests based on the 
recommendation of the president of the Bonanza Silvicultural Cooperative 
(COSBA), an association of forest owners.  The main wood purchaser is the 
mining company, which requires that all the wood be legal, after once having had 
illegal wood decommissioned.  There are currently no large logging permits in 
operation. 
 
Only in Bonanza did concern over natural resource concerns appear to be an 
integral part of the local and municipal government vocabulary.  There is clearly 
close coordination between civil society and the municipal government, and a 
certain amount of agreement over the kinds of problems that need to be 
addressed.  One important element here is the participation of the indigenous 
communities in local government.  The vice mayor is Mayangna, and two 
Mayangnas staff the planning office.  Hence the concern about forest colonists, 
for example, which in many areas have moved into Mayangna territories, is 
strongly voiced in the heart of the municipal government; land use planning goes 
hand in hand with issues such as the legalization of indigenous territories.  The 
NGOs have also been key in providing pressure and incentives, and in finding 
common ground among various actors. 
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It is also important to remember, however, that there is much less pressure on 
the forest here.  Neighboring Siuna, for example, is primarily a ranching 
municipality, where forests are cleared for pasture.  In Bonanza, the combination 
of mining as the primary economic activity and the important indigenous 
presence in local government establishes a more favorable context for forest 
protection. 
 
Conclusions 
 
Municipal forest management varies greatly among the 21 cases reviewed here. They 
range from municipal governments that are virtually paralyzed, due to in-fighting or 
corruption, to those that have demonstrated clear concern for forest management--with 
many stages in between.  Even the best cases still have important obstacles to 
overcome. 
 
This study has found that three key elements are needed to establish the appropriate 
conditions for local governments to manage forests.  These are: capacity, incentive and 
interest.  Capacity includes the necessary financial and human technical resources, 
which are largely available only in the wealthier urban municipalities or where NGOs or 
projects provide funds. The central government could increase financial capacity through 
fiscal transfers; training programs can increase technical capacity.  Capacity also 
includes an appropriate legal framework, still lacking in Nicaragua.  This legal framework 
would clarify responsibility and clearly establish local decision-making authority. 
 
Capacity, however, is not enough.  Without incentives specifically related to natural 
resources, local governments may limit their role to the provision of services and 
promotion of infrastructure projects, in line with their own-- and their constituents’--
conception of municipal government.  Incentives may include the possibility of increasing 
municipal income; pressure or aid from NGOs, projects or other civil society actors; 
and/or the need to solve a pressing conflict or crisis.  These three incentives, often in 
combination, have provided the impetus for action in almost all of the cases examined.  
An appropriate legal framework that established responsibility with authority would also 
provide an important incentive for municipal government action. 
 
Together, capacity and incentive provide an important foundation for municipal resource 
management.  Nevertheless, it is a foundation that is not yet solid, and solutions may be 
only sporadic, rather than planned and long-lasting.  The missing element is “interest.”  
Interest can be either short or long-term.  Here we consider the short-term interest in 
raising municipal income or attracting project support as incentives, and limit this third 
condition to a real, long-term interest in and concern for natural resources.  Interest in 
the long-term sustainable use or protection of forest resources is a leap that probably no 
municipal government in Nicaragua has yet made, as suggested by the “best case” 
examples reviewed here. Yet the experiences we have seen in places like Achuapa and 
Bonanza suggest a learning process that is clearly moving in the right direction.   
 
With the appropriate policies, NGOs and projects can play a key role in this process.  
The evidence suggests that it is not sufficient only to increase capacity or provide 
incentives for immediate action without promoting the process itself—that is, without 
always examining the way in which these actions are being incorporated into the local 
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knowledge base and promoting local appropriation of the issues.  This requires not just a 
concern with natural resources but a new vision of municipal government for both 
political leaders and their constituents. One way to build this is through civic education.  
In addition, this process can survive changes of administration, which could otherwise 
reverse the advances made, only through the integral and institutionalized participation 
of civil society. 
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