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Nicaragua:
Repression of the Miski

laborers in the forestry and mining industries. Expert
buatsmen, much of thar esistence Pis tradivionzslly
teen speat on and around water— ¢ither the ocean,
where they vapture <ea turtles, uf rivers such as the
Covo, where they navigats their long Juguut canoes,
ihe only practical mzais of teansportation in a forest-

N od. atmost roadless land. (L)

"Where Are They?

L4

Who Are the Miskiwos?

The Miskitos are beticved to have migrated to their
present habitat un the cast coast of Central America
well before Europe.n exploration of the Caribbean.
Their origin is unciear, but tinguistic similaritie. with
the Chibcha Indian. of Colombsa poinl to 2 South
American derivation, The group now termed Miskito
inctudes a targe admixture of peaples of African
ancesiry—descendants of Jamaican blacks and of
escaped staves of caslier times who intermareicd with
the Indians. B sides the Miskito targuage, mary a'so
speak English and Spanish. In contrast to the vast
majority of the Nicaraguan poputation, which is
Roman Cathotic. the Miskites are mostly Prolestants:
Moravians comprise theie principal denomination. (L}

The Miskitos pursue a life of hunting. fishing. and
subsistence farming: some also z1c employed as wage

The Miskitos have given theie name to the whote
stecich of Curibbeern coust from tHonduras's Gracias a
Dios Depirtment xouthward through Nicaragua 19
the bordee with Costa Rica. By far the largest partion
of 1A15 © -4n1 falls wihin the Zelaya Department of
castern Nacaraguy, 4nd it iy there thatl most of the
Aiskitos Ine, Zeliya, logether with part of Rin San
Juan Dep rtmeat 1o e seuth, forms what Nwara-
auans call their Atlanaic Regron —a vt territory that
has always been physially ind vulturatly distinct
from e rest of the country. While acvounting for
half of Nicaragua's arca, the reglon helds less than 8
peteent of tts poputation Isce chaniy (LY

The Nicaraguan Miskitos have, until recently, teen
concentrated aleng the midd 2 and lower Rio Coco,
which forms the bordzr with Honduras, and alorg the
coast from just southof Cape Gracias a Dios 10 Pearl
fagocn, about 30 miks agrth of Bluefields (see map).
Traditionally, the Miskitos have Lived in smali villages
but have [ equented markel towns such as Pucrlo
Cabezas on the coast. Bilwaskarma. Waspam, Lei-
mus, and San Carlos on the Rio Coca, and Bonanza
and S{una in & mining ar¢a of the interior. (U}

tHHow Mazary Are There?

Our estimate of 55.000 Miskitos in Nicarazua {Lefore
the recent cxudys 10 Honduras) and 25.000 in Hondu-
fas is base} on e tragolations from scademic studies
done in the 1970, on US Bureau of the Census
projections for the Department of Zeclaya, and on
informal surveys by missionaries. Precise figures are
impossible to give because of the fack of accuraie
census d1ta and the varying interpretations of what

to Indians (U)}5




constitutes 2 Miskito. The werm is sometimes used
only for persons al obviousty Amerindian racral urigin
who speak the Miskitu languags and adhere toa
typicol Miskuto lifestyle. At the othicr extreme it is
sometimes used to inclade rumbos tmited Indiuns and
blacks) and even membzrs of the etber small east
coast Indian groups, the Sumom and Ramas. (L)
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What Has Happened 1o Them?

Before the Sandinista revolution of July 1979, most
Nicaraguan central govesrnaients paid scant attention
10 the Atlantic Region, fiac:pt during periods of
estrangement between Nicaragua and Honduras, the
Miskito Indians were free 12 pass back and forth
across the Rio Coco with tittle regard for its functiong
as an interaational boundary: some even lived on one
side of the river and culiivated fields on the other. B
and large. the Miskitos were content 10 be left alone
by the government. Social services, health care, and
education were left targely to missionaries—particu-
1srly Moravians. (U)
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The Sandinistas have, on tatance, probutly fost by
Lhe Miskitos. Accounts—

their callous treatment of
now being given by refugess at Mocoron—ol murder,

foroed marches. burned homes, and dosecrated
churches have stiffened the resolve of (hosé clements
aiready oppred o the Sandinista regime and purhape
converied some of the gavernment’s cestwhile friends

" into enemies. The Sandin.stas have further alicnated
yhe inhabitants of the remote Atlantic Region. which
hey ate Anying 30 hard 10 integrale with the rest of

Nicaragus. (U3
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