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Introduction
The Republic of Nicaragua is the largest country 
in Central America, and one of the poorest in the 
Western Hemisphere. Bordered by Honduras and 
Costa Rica, it has coastline along both the Pacific 
Ocean and the Caribbean Sea. Nicaragua was 
once part of the Spanish empire, giving the coun-
try its dominant ethnic and cultural influence. 

In the latter half of the 20th century, 
Nicaragua experienced a series of crippling natu-
ral disasters, as well as civil conflict. In 1979, the 
ruling dictatorship was overthrown and replaced 
by the Sandinista government, a socialist party 
that enacted a great number of programs aimed 
at improving quality of life concerns for the 
Nicaraguan people. They came out of power in 
1990, and the country was faced with crippling 
debt and then a devastating hurricane in 1998. 
Political upheavals and natural disasters have 
taken their toll on Nicaragua, and today the coun-
try struggles with widespread poverty. 

Tourists are drawn to Nicaragua for its cul-
ture and history, as well as its scenic beauty and 
animal life. Historic Granada and Leon both 
offer examples of colonial architecture, including 
several important cathedrals. The Volcán Masaya 
National Park, numerous nature reserves, the 
extensive coastlines, and islands locales are 
among the country’s natural attractions. 

GENERAL INFORMATION 

Official Language: Spanish
Population: 5,848,641 (2014 estimate)
Currency: Gold Cordoba 

Coins: One hundred centavos equal one cordoba. 
Coins are issued in denominations of 5, 10, 25, 
and 50 centavos as well as 1, 5, and 10 cordobas. 
Land Area: 119,990 square kilometers (46,328 
square miles)
Water Area: 10,380  square kilometers (4,007 
square miles)
National Motto: “En Dios Confiamos” (“In God 
We Trust”)
National Anthem: “Salve a ti, Nicaragua” (“Hail 
to You, Nicaragua”)
Capital: Managua
Time Zone: GMT -6 
Flag Description: Nicaragua’s flag features the 
blue, white, blue pattern common to all Central 
American flags, recalling their former union. 
In particular, the Nicaraguan flag features three 
horizontal stripes in a blue, white, blue pat-
tern with the center white stripe emblazoned 
with Nicaragua’s coat of arms. White represents 
purity while blue represents the oceans on each 
side of the country.
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Other indigenous groups include the Sumu 
and the Rama. Their long neglect by the mestizo 
majority was somewhat reversed in 1980s, when 
the Sandinista government attempted to foster 
better relations by giving the Caribbean minori-
ties more autonomy.

Mestizos, of mixed Spanish and Amerindian 
ancestry, comprise 69 percent of the popula-
tion. The minority ethnic groups are European 
(17 percent), mixed African, (nine percent) 
and Amerindian (five percent). Mestizos and 
Europeans are concentrated along the Pacific 
coast and in the central highlands, whereas the 
other minorities are concentrated in the Caribbean 
lowlands. Those of African descent arrived in 
Nicaragua as escaped West Indian slaves.

Religions
Approximately 58 percent of Nicaraguans adhere 
to Roman Catholicism, the religion that pre-
dominates among the Mestizos and Europeans. 
Twenty-one percent of the population identi-
fies as an evangelical or Protestant, many of 
whom live along the Caribbean coast, reflecting 
Britain’s historical influence on the area. More 
than 15 percent of the population claims no reli-
gious affiliation.

Climate
Elevation rather than season affects the tropical 
climate of Nicaragua’s three zones. The Pacific 
lowlands are hot and drier than the Caribbean 
coast. The average temperature is 27° Celsius 
(81° Fahrenheit), and the average rainfall ranges 
between 1,000 and 1,800 millimeters (40 and 70 
inches). The central highlands receive a similar 
amount of precipitation but are cooler, with aver-
age temperatures between 16° and 27° Celsius 
(60° and 80° Fahrenheit). The rainy season lasts 
from May to October.

The Caribbean coast is the wettest region in 
all of Central America and very humid. It is also 
the region most prone to tropical storms and hur-
ricanes. The rainy season brings more than 2,500 
millimeters (100 inches) of precipitation, with 
higher totals along the southernmost stretch of 
the coast.

Population
Nicaragua’s population is young and growing. 
Life expectancy at birth is  70.57 years for males 
and 74.98 years for females (2014 estimate). The 
median age for the Nicaraguan population is 
24.2 years; the country’s birth rate is 18.41 per 
1,000 residents and the population growth rate 
is 1.02 percent in 2014. According to the United 
Nations, Nicaragua has one of the highest birth 
rates in the Western Hemisphere. 

Nicaragua’s average population density is 
42 persons per square kilometer (114 per square 
mile), but the population is concentrated along 
the Pacific coast. During the second half of the 
20th century, Nicaragua’s urban population 
began growing rapidly; 58.14 percent of the total 
population now lives in urban centers. Managua 
is the largest city with a metropolitan population 
numbering over 2.1 million people. León and 
Granada are important urban centers, but both 
are considerably smaller than the capital.

Languages
Nearly all Nicaraguans speak Spanish, but it 
is a second language for those who live in the 
Caribbean lowlands. English dominates among 
the African population, and Miskito is the most 
widely spoken indigenous language.

Native People & Ethnic Groups
Before the 16th century, Nicaragua was populated 
by various Amerindian tribes. The diseases brought 
by the Spanish seriously reduced their population, 
and survivors were forced into labor. Today, the 
Miskito, of mixed Amerindian and African blood, 
are the country’s largest native group.

Principal Cities by Population (2012):

•	 Managua (928,621)
•	 León (147,199)
•	 Estelí (102,851)
•	 Tipitapa (98,453)
•	 Matagalpa (96,090)
•	 Masaya (92,745)
•	 Chinandenga (92,222)
•	 Granada (93,042)
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and contains many islands and several volca-
noes. The Tipitapa River, flowing from Lake 
Managua, connects the two bodies of water. 
Lake Managua covers 1,050 square kilometers 
(405 square miles).

Plants & Animals
Nicaragua is home to a rich array of tropi-
cal plants and animals, especially along the 
Caribbean coast and where protected by gov-
ernmental decree. There are an estimated 6,500 
plant species, many of them flowering, includ-
ing several types of orchids. Fruit trees, pine, 
oak, mahogany, cedar and rosewood are a few of 
the trees found in Nicaragua; although the hard-
woods are quickly disappearing.

Among Nicaragua’s 200 mammal spe-
cies are the armadillo, the three-toed sloth, the 
white-tailed deer, the ocelot, the jaguar, and the 
puma, as well as several monkey and bat species. 
Reptiles include venomous snakes, boa constric-
tors, iguanas, geckos, and sea turtles, which are 
hunted for their meat and eggs. Bird species, 
which number over 600, include parrots, hum-
mingbirds, wrens, and hawks. The blue whale, 
the American manatee, the Central American 
tapir, and the giant anteater are listed as endan-
gered or vulnerable.

The more exotic animal species are under the 
general threat of being captured for sale as pets. 
It is common for Nicaraguans to have wild ani-
mals as pets, and the country has been a major 
hub for selling them throughout the world. New 
legislation is aimed at protecting the animals 
from being trapped, kept as pets, and smuggled 
abroad.

CUSTOMS & COURTESIES

Greetings
Handshakes are the standard greeting in 
Nicaragua and tend to last longer than in some 
cultures. Friends may also exchange hugs, and 
it is common for men familiar with women to 
kiss both cheeks as a form of greeting. More 
than 90 percent of Nicaraguans speak a dialect 

Nicaragua is prone to natural disasters. 
Volcanoes, earthquakes, hurricanes, tropical 
storms, and the ensuing landslides and floods 
have caused widespread damage. The earth-
quake of 1972 destroyed the center of Managua, 
and Hurricane Joan (1988) and Hurricane Mitch 
(1998) caused billions of dollars in damage, 
killed thousands of people, and left thousands 
homeless.

ENVIRONMENT & GEOGRAPHY 

Topography
Nicaragua can be divided into the Pacific low-
lands in the west, the Caribbean lowlands in the 
east, and the central highlands between them. 
In the south, the highlands taper down into the 
basin of the San Juan River, and the elevation 
approaches sea level.

Several volcanoes beginning near the Gulf 
of Fonseca and extending to Lake Managua 
break the narrow, flat lowlands along the 
Pacific. Running southeast from the Gulf is 
a depression in which Central America’s two 
largest lakes formed: Lake Nicaragua and Lake 
Managua.

The long, narrow Caribbean lowlands 
account for over 50 percent of Nicaragua’s total 
area. They are characterized by coastal plains, 
bays, lagoons, salt marshes, and ridges descend-
ing from the central highlands. Numerous islands 
dot the coastline.

Mountain peaks and deep valleys character-
ize the central highlands. The Cordillera Isabella 
range crosses the highlands and contains the 
country’s highest peaks, several of which rise to 
2,100 meters (6,890 feet).

None of Nicaragua’s major rivers empty 
into the Pacific. The Rio Grande, the Escondido, 
the Coco, and the San Juan rivers flow into the 
Caribbean. The Rio Grande and its tributaries 
form the country’s largest river system, but the 
Escondido is the most traveled.

Lake Nicaragua, the country’s largest 
lake, gives rise to the San Juan River. It covers 
8,000 square kilometers (3,100 square miles) 
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incorporated a special gesture for its occurrence. 
This involves pressing the arm with the clenched 
fist upward against the body, and moving the 
arm up and down against the side of the body. 
Furthermore, many Nicaraguan hand gestures 
have been incorporated into the Nicaraguan sign 
language, a unique form of signing that origi-
nated in the 1970s. Nicaraguan Sign Language, 
or Idioma de Señas de Nicaragua, has been 
extensively studied by neurobiologists and lin-
guists and has provided insights into the origin 
and development of language. 

Generosity and polite behavior are highly 
valued in Nicaragua, as in most Central American 
cultures. In general, however, Nicaraguans are 
comfortable with informal behavior in certain 
contexts. In formal or business situations, the 
use of honorific titles, such as “don” for a man 
and “doña” for a woman are common. It is also 
considered rude not to directly acknowledge 
the presence of a familiar person, even if seeing 
them in passing. 

It is considered inappropriate to be overly 
formal even in business meetings. Dressing taste-
fully is advisable, but many business meetings 
are handled in a relaxed manner, accompanied by 
friendly conversation, refreshments, and liquor. 
Western and Asian executives sometimes express 
frustration at the relaxed nature of Nicaraguan 
business, where meetings extend beyond their 
scheduled time and it is common for negotiations 
to be rescheduled. Additionally, it is not uncom-
mon for a host to arrive late to a prescheduled 
business meeting. 

Eating/Meals
Nicaraguans generally eat three meals per day, 
roughly corresponding to breakfast, lunch and 
dinner. Breakfast is generally light and always 
includes coffee, which is a major plantation crop 
in Nicaragua and a point of pride for locals. A 
variety of rice and bean dishes, certain types of 
fruit and eggs are also morning staples. Most 
meals are served with tortillas, which are as com-
mon as rolls and bread in other cultures.

The afternoon meal is generally the largest 
of the day. During this meal, many Nicaraguans 

of Spanish, known locally as “Nicañol.” This 
dialect is similar to the Spanish spoken in other 
parts of Central America. For example, among 
the characteristic features of Central American 
Spanish is the use of the formal form “usted” and 
the informal “voseo” instead of “tu.” 

Nicaraguans use standard Spanish greet-
ings but with slightly different pronunciations. 
In many expressions, ending in the “es” or “s” 
sound, the sound is dropped. When using the 
Spanish greeting “Buena,” or “Good” to say 
“Hello,” for example, Nicaraguan speakers 
typically drop the “s” sound, whereas Mexican 
speakers will usually say “Buenos.” Nicaraguans 
also use the informal expression “Hola,” mean-
ing “Hi.” In addition, “Adios,” which is used to 
say “Goodbye,” is also typically pronounced “ah-
DEE-oh,” as the speakers drop the “s” sound. 
Similarly, the expression for “Thank you,” 
which is “Gracias,” is commonly pronounced 
“GRA-cee-ah.” 

The Garinagu people, a population of West 
African and Caribbean descent who live in parts 
of Nicaragua and several nearby countries, have 
their own dialect. Known as Garifuna, it is a 
blend of Spanish and several African dialects. 
In Garifuna, the expression “Mábuiga” means 
“Hello.” Alternatively, many greetings refer-
ence the time of day, as in “Buíti binafi” (“Good 
morning”), “Buíti amidi” (“Good afternoon”) 
and “Buíti ránba weyu” (“Good evening”). 

Gestures & Etiquette
There is a variety of gestures commonly used in 
Nicaragua and other Central American countries. 
One of the most common is the expression for 
a failure to understand, which typically involves 
the scrunching of the bridge of the nose. Another 
gesture involves rubbing the two index fingers 
together, resulting in an expression that refers 
to money, while wagging the index finger vigor-
ously with the arm extended is a sign that clearly 
means “no.” Additionally, clenching the fingers 
and thumb of one hand with the arm outstretched 
means “crowded” or “full.” 

Since diarrhea has become a health problem 
due to polluted water, Nicaraguans have even 
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extended support network and often assist one 
another in times of crisis. Strategically choos-
ing godparents for one’s children is also seen as 
a way to increase the social status of the family.

Housing
Housing in Nicaragua varies considerably from 
urban to rural areas. In large cities, such as 
Managua, it is common for residents to live in 
apartments. Generally, these apartments contain 
one or two bedrooms. Single family-houses are 
more common in suburban and rural areas. Cities 
also have housing projects and multi-family 
buildings. Adequate housing has become a sig-
nificant issue in Nicaragua in the 21st century, 
and organizations such as Habitat for Humanity 
have estimated that more than 300,000 new 
or completely reconstructed housing units are 
needed to meet the demands of the population.

Generally, most families live in relatively 
basic housing, and it is estimated that approxi-
mately 80 percent of Nicaraguans participate 
in the construction of their own homes. The 
Instituto Nacional de Estadística y Censos esti-
mated in 2001 that more than 40 percent of 
Nicaraguan homes have dirt floors, and that 
only 30 percent have concrete walls. Roofing 
made of zinc is common (found in more than 
60 percent of houses) because it is inexpensive. 
However, it is also generally of low quality. 
Because of high poverty rates and insufficient 
investment in housing improvement, less than 
80 percent of houses have electricity and less 
than 30 percent have adequate indoor plumbing. 
Conditions in cities are better than those in rural 
areas, though thousands of urban residents also 
live below the poverty line and in substandard 
living conditions. 

Food
The cuisine of Nicaragua is largely a blend of 
Pre-Colombian, immigrant (largely Caribbean) 
and Spanish traditions, and is often very similar 
to other Latin American cuisines. As such, corn 
is an important staple, and the use of rice, beans, 
and seafood is often prominent. For example, 
the popular dish, gallo pinto, which translates as 

take an hour or more to eat with friends and fam-
ily. The afternoon meal is followed by a short 
siesta before returning to work. The evening 
meal is lighter than the afternoon meal and often 
accompanied by some form of alcoholic refresh-
ment. In many Nicaraguan homes, leftovers from 
the afternoon meal are commonly served for the 
evening meal.

Visiting
It is considered polite to bring small gifts, includ-
ing flowers, liquor, and candies, when visiting a 
Nicaraguan home. Lilies should be avoided as a 
gift as they are typically used to express condo-
lence, and are thus used for funerals. 

Generally, Nicaraguans are comfortable with 
informal speech, and are often loud and boister-
ous in social situations. Little time passes before 
Nicaraguans begin using informal terminology 
and reducing the average distance of social con-
tact with new friends. Nicaraguan hosts usually 
offer beverages to their guests, and it is generally 
considered impolite to refuse. It is not uncom-
mon for Nicaraguans to enjoy casual drinking 
any time during or after midday. In addition, cof-
fee is a popular drink at all times of the day. 

LIFESTYLE

Family
The nuclear family (loosely defined as a mother, 
father, and children) is the basic unit of kinship 
and society in Nicaragua. However, extended 
family is an important part of the social networks 
that exist in Nicaragua. Social status is impor-
tant and is often linked to kinship and heritage. 
As such, it is common for members of certain 
prominent families to serve in politics or as com-
munity leaders for several generations. 

The “compadrazgo” system is a tradition in 
many Latin American countries in which parents 
choose “godparents” from among their clos-
est friends. This tradition, like marriage, cre-
ates bonds of extended kinship between families 
and creates stronger community links. Families 
linked through the compadrazgo system form an 
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Both males and females tend to remain 
in the home, or living nearby, until marriage, 
which is considered the point of transition to 
adulthood in Nicaraguan culture. After mar-
riage, most young couples remain close to 
their families, often living in the same village 
or city.  Nicaraguans do not celebrate the anni-
versary of their marriage as in some cultures. 
However, major milestones such as the 25th and 
50th wedding anniversaries are commonly cel-
ebrated with family feasts. 

While some families celebrate birthdays 
annually, some follow the alternative Catholic 
tradition of celebrating “saint days.” The cel-
ebration of saint days involves assigning one or 
more given names to each calendar day and cel-
ebrating all persons of that particular name on 
that appointed day. Each day in the tradition is 
also designated by the recognition of a Catholic 
saint. It is common in Central American cultures 
for families to celebrate either the birthday or the 
saint day, but it is considered uncommon to cel-
ebrate both.

CULTURAL HISTORY

Art
Nicaragua’s artistic heritage can be traced to 
the Pre-Columbian era, a designation historians 
use to refer to the thousands of years of history 
in Central and South America before the arrival 
of European explorers. Nicaraguan ceramics are 
among the only lasting remnants of Nicaragua’s 
Pre-Columbian artistic heritage. During this era, 
pottery was typically used as a commodity and 
was valued as highly as precious stones, met-
als, spices, and fabrics. After thousands of years, 
Nicaraguan artisans still produce some of the 
most highly valued pottery of any Central or 
South American culture. 

After the Spanish conquest of Nicaragua in 
the 16th century, pottery making was largely dis-
couraged, as were many links to the traditional 
culture of the native Nicaraguan tribes. It wasn’t 
until the 20th century that artisans began explor-
ing the techniques that once made Nicaraguan 

“spotted rooster,” provides an example of typical 
Nicaraguan cuisine. The dish is composed of rice 
and beans mixed and served with tortillas. The 
dish is very popular for breakfast, but may be 
served at any time of day. In addition, there are 
variations of the dish that might include roasted 
meats, vegetables, eggs, or fruit. 

Picadillo is another common dish in 
Nicaragua. It is typically made from chopped 
beef or pork and often served with tortillas and 
fresh fruit. There are many varieties of picadillo, 
ranging in consistency from stew to soup. In 
Nicaragua, cooking the meat with sautéed onion, 
garlic, and spices and then adding other vegeta-
bles is a common way to prepare picadillo. The 
stew may be served with avocado or tomatoes.

While tamales are common throughout 
Central American and Mexico, the Nicaraguan 
tamale, called nacatamale, is generally larger and 
often served as a main course. The tamale filling 
is made from pork or chicken, and wrapped in 
dough made of corn meal and steamed in plan-
tain leaves. Potatoes, peppers and onions are 
often mixed into the dough. The nacatamale has 
become one of Nicaragua’s most famous dishes.

A common beverage in Nicaragua is pino-
lillo, which is a drink made from corn that is 
soaked and toasted, and milk, along with cacao. 
There are several varieties of pinolillo, including 
sweetened and unsweetened. Some Nicaraguan 
dishes call for pinolillo as a base for cooking. 
Pinolillo is one of the few dishes in Nicaragua 
that is not a part of the shared cuisine of neigh-
boring Central American countries. 

Life’s Milestones
Many Nicaraguans are Catholic, and the major 
rites of passage are based on Catholic traditions. 
Birth and baptism are occasions for major fam-
ily celebrations and are also the point at which 
most parents choose godparents for their children. 
Some families celebrate a young girl’s 15th birth-
day, commonly called the quinceañera or quince 
años celebration, in Latin American cultures. This 
celebration typically consists of a party and a tra-
ditional waltz, which commemorate the young 
woman’s transition to adulthood. 
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Music & Dance
The blending of indigenous, immigrant, and 
European (Spanish) culture also features promi-
nently in the development of Nicaraguan music 
and dance. While many regions have their 
own traditions, many characteristics are typi-
cally considered “Nicaraguan.” These include 
certain styles of guitar strumming, the use 
of the marimba (percussion instrument), and 
chicheros, which are musical groups or street 
musicians prominently performing on brass 
instruments. 

One particular style of dance and music 
often associated with Nicaragua is Palo de 
Mayo, found on the country’s Caribbean coast. 
Considered both a style of dance and a music 
genre all its own, this theatrical form of dance 
music is featured extensively during the Palo 
de Mayo festival, held in May, and blends both 
Afro-Caribbean and European traditions. In addi-
tion, Nicaraguan polka, which has its roots in the 
polka traditions of Poland, is popular in north-
ern regions. Historically, costumes have figured 
prominently in both folk and modern Nicaraguan 
dance and music. 

Literature
Before the arrival of the Spanish, the native 
tribes of Nicaragua and neighboring Panama and 
Costa Rica used storytelling to preserve their his-
tory and culture. Though most of Nicaragua’s 
native stories disappeared, a few were translated 
into Spanish. More importantly, the blending of 
Spanish and native culture eventually generated 
a unique literary tradition in the 1800s, when 
writers drew upon European literary forms but 
used Nicaraguan life as the setting for their liter-
ary works.

Nicaraguan literature is often renowned for 
its poetry. During the nation’s turbulent political 
periods, poets chose to express their pain, anger, 
and frustration through epic lyrical compositions, 
with these poems often gaining international 
attention. The poet Rubén Darío (1867–1916), 
who is sometimes referred to as the “father of 
modernist literature,” is one of the most famous 
Nicaraguans in history. He is particularly known 

pottery such a valuable commodity. Today, arti-
sans from towns such as San Juan de Oriente, 
near the capital of Managua, are known for their 
artisan pottery and decorated plates. 

Architecture
Nicaragua’s cities reflect the country’s colonial 
history. In spite of the natural disasters that have 
plagued this Central American country, cities like 
León and Granada have retained a significant 
number of Spanish colonial structures, includ-
ing churches, homes, and mansions. Nicaraguan 
colonial structures are characterized by asym-
metrical construction, spiral columns, archways 
over doors, carved stone, or wood, intricate grill-
work, and adobe, stucco or plaster finishes.

Because of the destruction wrought by both 
the earthquake of 1972 and Hurricane Mitch 
in 1998, Nicaragua’s capital, Managua, lost its 
downtown, and much of the rebuilding of that 
city happened outside of the city center. The 
result is a sprawling metropolitan area. Scientists 
estimate that Managua will be hit with an earth-
quake every 50 years, and new structures are 
designed and built with that in mind.  

Drama
The dramatic production known as El Güegüense, 
which is regarded as one of the oldest dramatic 
traditions in Central America, began as a “pro-
test drama” in the 18th century. The satirical play 
combines elements of both Spanish and indig-
enous culture, and thereby serves as a record—in 
song, dance, and costume—of the cultural trans-
formations that began in the 16th century. The 
drama, traditionally performed at the Feast of San 
Sebastian (an annual celebration in the nation’s 
Catholic tradition), tells of meetings between 
colonial Spaniards and the country’s native resi-
dents, represented by El Güegüense, the leader of 
one of the tribes. El Güegüense appears to coop-
erate with the Spanish, but cleverly finds ways to 
undermine their authority and rules. The charac-
ter has become so well known in Nicaragua that 
natives use the expression “Güegüense face,” to 
describe an attitude of insincere compliance. 
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Popular art forms in Nicaragua include 
primitivist painting, associated with the 
Solentiname Islands in Lake Nicaragua, and 
folk music. The Caribbean population com-
monly plays reggae.

Basketball, soccer, and volleyball are popu-
lar in Nicaragua, but baseball is the national 
sport. The sport is widely played, and the coun-
try’s professional teams receive ardent support.

Cultural Sites & Landmarks
Nicaragua is famous for its ecological beauty 
and biological diversity. After years of mili-
tary upheaval, the country has recently begun 
to build a significant ecotourism market and 
has started utilizing its resources to expand 
the services industry. In addition, the United 
Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural 
Organization (UNESCO) has designated the 
Ruins of León Viejo, the remnants of a historical 
Spanish settlement, as a World Heritage Site.

One of Nicaragua’s famous ecological sites 
is the Miskitos Keys, a natural reserve contain-
ing 40 kilometers (24 miles) of coastal territory 
encompassing coral reef, marine meadows and 
dense tropical forest. The site features a large 
number of threatened and endangered species, 
including several varieties of marine reptile. 
Another renowned ecological area is the Volcan 
Masaya National Park, which contains a volca-
nic mountain with attached craters (Nicaragua 
is considered Latin America’s most volcanic 
nation). The national park supports a unique 
assemblage of plants and animals that have 
evolved to survive and flourish in the volca-
nic rock and surrounding forest environments. 
Hundreds of species of reptile, plant, and small 
animals live in the volcanic scrub and forest 
surrounding the park, which is among the best 
preserved natural areas in Nicaragua. Both sites, 
along with the Bosawas Natural Reserve—
famous for its cloudy forests—were submitted 
to UNESCO for consideration as World Heritage 
Sites. 

The entire city of Granada is also tentatively 
awaiting inscription from UNESCO as a World 
Heritage Site. The city is considered an important 

for his political activity and revolutionary poetry 
and essays. Dario’s image is featured in hun-
dreds of paintings, sculptures, and has even been 
immortalized on the country’s currency (the 100 
Córdoba bill). Drawing from French poetic style, 
Dario’s work became emblematic of the strug-
gles of the Nicaraguan people, and encouraged 
an international audience to take interest in the 
culture of Nicaragua.

Granada, the eighth largest city in Nicaragua, 
and Managua, the nation’s capital, are consid-
ered the two epicenters of art and literature in the 
country. Galleries, cafés, and bookstores in both 
cities showcase local talent and are a proving 
ground for young painters, poets, writers, sculp-
tors and dramatists. Gioconda Belli (1948– ) 
remains one of the nation’s most famous poets 
and a well–known figure in international literary 
circles. Belli was the first Nicaraguan writer to 
address gender equality and gender roles in her 
writing. She has been recognized as one of the 
most important poets of the 20th century. Other 
famous Nicaraguan poets include Pablo Antonio 
Cuadra (1912–2002), and Julio Valle Castillo 
(1952– ).

CULTURE

Arts & Entertainment
Cultivating the development of the artistic com-
munity in contemporary Nicaragua has not been 
a major priority for the Nicaraguan government. 
Generally, there are few assistance and/or train-
ing programs available for Nicaraguans inter-
ested in pursing arts education. Additionally, art 
education in primary and secondary school is 
basic, and the general education system does not 
recognize and cultivate artistic talent.

Managua contains the nation’s most signifi-
cant independent arts scene, largely through its 
gallery district where independent galleries dis-
play a variety of local artist’s work. Galleries in 
Managua also display imported art and are one 
of the few places that aspiring Nicaraguan artists 
can go to seek exposure to the international arts 
scene. 
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after Managua. In June 2011, the cathedral was 
added to UNESCO’s list of World Heritage Sites. 
Other important Nicaraguan landmarks include 
the Fortress of the Immaculate Conception, a 
17th-century Spanish fortification located in El 
Castillo now preserved as a monument, and the 
island of Ometepe, formed by twin volcanoes. 
The island is well known for its archaeological 
sites and wildlife.

Libraries & Museums
The National Museum of Nicaragua features 
prehistoric bones and pre-Columbian statues 
and ceramics, traditional arts, as well as exhib-
its highlighting the country’s more modern 
accomplishments in the arts. The Acahualinca 
Footprints Museum centers on the discovery of 
6,000-year-old footprints discovered in the late 
19th century. Other archeological findings on 
display include mammoth footprints and other 
ancient artifacts. 

site for the preservation of Nicaraguan culture. 
For example, the streets of Granada are filled 
with examples of colonial Spanish architecture 
blended with modern buildings and residen-
tial housing. The city, established in 1954, still 
houses many preserved military structures when 
it served as a military base for the Spanish colo-
nial government. Granada also sits on the edge 
of Lake Nicaragua, and the areas surrounding the 
city, including lakes, streams, and several types 
of forest and lagoons, are protected for their bio-
logical diversity.

The Cathedral of León has been called the 
most important historic building in Nicaragua. 
Built in the 1800s, the building avoided major 
catastrophe and the central structure remained 
unchanged, establishing the cathedral as one 
of the best existing examples of Spanish cathe-
dral design. The cathedral is one of several 
important cultural buildings remaining in León, 
which is the second largest city in the nation 

Cathedral of León
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forms of club music. The high cost of nightlife 
and fashion common to this group often means 
that revelers come from the higher social strata 
of society. 

SOCIETY

Transportation
There are two major forms of public transpor-
tation in Nicaragua: public buses and private 
taxi services. The bus system in Nicaragua is 
extensive and serves remote towns and vil-
lages. Major hubs in cities such as Managua and 
Granada offer both express and local alterna-
tives. Fares are typically affordable, and the bus 
system is widely used by both tourists and locals 
alike to travel throughout the country. It is also 
typical to see repurposed school buses serving 
the local bus routes in Nicaragua, especially in 
smaller cities and towns. 

Rental cars are common and affordable in 
Nicaragua, and there are a variety of taxi ser-
vices available in urban areas. Customers gener-
ally negotiate the price of a taxi ride in advance 
to avoid drivers who attempt to cheat their 
customers through faulty meters or exorbitant 
pricing. 

Drivers in Nicaragua travel on the right side 
of the road. 

Transportation Infrastructure
In comparison to some of its Central American 
neighbors, Nicaragua has well-maintained 
roads, making travel by automobile possible 
throughout most of the country, without the 
need for four-wheel drive. The Pan-American 
Highway, a continuous highway system that 
crosses and connects North, Central, and 
South America, passes through Managua and 
connects to Granada and other cities farther 
south.

In addition, Nicaragua has one international 
airport, the August C. Sandino International 
Airport, located near Managua, as well as smaller 
airports in other locations where passengers can 
book travel within the country. 

The General National Archive houses the 
country’s historical documents. Much of 
the  collection was destroyed in a fire caused by 
the 1972 earthquake; the collection stands at over 
10 million documents.

Holidays
The country’s major holidays pertain to Catholic 
traditions. Each town and city has a patron saint 
whose day is marked by feasts, processions, and 
street parties. Holidays celebrated on a national 
scale are the pre-Easter Holy Week, Easter, All 
Soul’s Day, the Immaculate Conception of the 
Virgin Mary (December 7 and 8) and Christmas, 
particularly Christmas Eve. Religious ceremo-
nies, family gatherings, and festivals mark these 
events.

Nicaragua’s independence from Spain (1821) 
is celebrated on September 15.

Youth Culture
Nicaraguan youth have a variety of opportunities 
for recreation and socializing. Similar to other 
young people around the world, Nicaraguan 
youth often become members of different 
social groups based on their popular culture 
preferences.

For example, a common teen group in 
Nicaragua is the “fresas,” literally translated as 
“strawberries.” The group is identifiable by a 
preference for expensive clothing and dress and 
the status indicated by their consumer choices. 
The fresas correspond roughly to socialites 
or “preppies” in North American culture. The 
“hippies,” who avoid expensive consumer pref-
erences for homemade clothing, fashion, and 
bohemian style, are opposite of the fresas in 
many regards. Similar to “hippie” culture of the 
US in the 1960s and early 1970s, most of the 
Nicaraguan youth who identify with this group 
are of middle-class origins.

Another aspect of Nicaraguan youth culture 
is known locally as “revelers,” a term typically 
applied to youth united by their fondness for 
the club scene. The revelers support the dance 
music culture in the urban areas of Nicaragua, 
including electronic music, Latin disco and other 
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