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Full-scale crackdown on Catholic and Protestant 
communities 

Excerpts of USCIRF Report 

 

Arrest, imprisonment, and exile of members of the Catholic Church  

 

USCIRF (24.07.2024) - The Nicaraguan government’s campaign to arrest, imprison, and 

exile Catholic clergy and laypeople, or those perceived to be Catholic, continued 

throughout 2023 and persisted into 2024. In April 2023, police arrested Jimmy Antonio 

Bonilla and Emmanuel Gutiérrez for participating in a Catholic Holy Week procession. In 

May, police arrested Father Eugenio Rodríguez Benavides, Father Leonardo Guevara 

Gutiérrez, and Father Jaime Iván Montesinos Sauceda. In June, authorities arrested 

Freylin Axarael Moreno Ponce after he asked for prayers for Bishop Álvarez on social 

media. In July, the government arrested Father Fernando Zamora Silva. In August, police 

arrested Alex Javier Gómez Bustos and Evelyn Guillén for displaying a poster asking for 

Bishop Álvarez’s freedom during patron saint festivities. Also in August, the police 

arrested former Catholic university students Adela Tercero and Gabriela Morales. 

 

Between September and October, the government arrested nine more members of the 

Catholic Church. Those detained include Father Osman José Amador Guillén, who was 

known to pray for Bishop Rolando Álvarez, Father Álvaro Toledo, who spoke out about 

the government’s wrongful imprisonment of priests, and Father Yesner Cipriano Pineda 

Meneses, who was arrested alongside laypeople Salvador Paguaga and María Asunción 

Salgado while they were observing the Virgin of the Rosary. On October 18, the Ortega-

Murillo government exiled most of the clergymen detained since May 2023 to the 

Vatican. The laypeople arrested remain arbitrarily detained.  

 

In the days leading up to and following Christmas 2023, the authorities conducted an 

additional wave of arbitrary detention, imprisoning many more clergymen and laypeople. 

On November 29, the authorities arrested Freddy Quezada, a professor who criticized the 

government’s treatment of Bishop Álvarez. On December 20, the police arrested Bishop 

Isidro Mora after he reportedly offered prayers for Bishop Álvarez. Two seminarians, 

Alester Sáenz and Tony Palacios, were arrested alongside Bishop Mora. On December 24, 
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the government wrongfully sentenced six former Caritas of Estelí employees to six years’ 

imprisonment on dubious money laundering charges. On December 26, the police 

arrested Father Pablo Villafranca, who was known to pray for Bishop Álvarez. On 

December 28, police arrested Father Héctor Treminio, Father Fernando Calero, Father 

Carlos Avilés, and Vicar Marcos Díaz Prado. On or around December 29, the police 

arrested  

 

Vicar Silvio Fonseca, who criticized the government’s religious freedom violations, as well 

as Father Mykel Moterrey, Father Raúl Zamora, Father Jader Hernández, Father Ervin 

López, and Father Miguel Mántica. On or around December 30, the police arrested Father 

Gerardo Rodríguez. On January 1, 2024, the police arrested Carlos Alberto Bojorge 

Martínez after he yelled “Long live the Catholic Church!” when the mass he was attending 

concluded. On January 2, the police arrested seminarian Francisco Odorico Castilblanco. 

 

On January 14, some of the clergymen and seminarians arrested during the Christmas 

crackdown were exiled to the Vatican. The laypeople remain arbitrarily detained.  

 

In January 2024, Nicaragua exiled Bishop Rolando Álvarez to the Vatican. Police arrested 

Bishop Álvarez at his home in August 2022 after he criticized the government’s human 

rights record and its closure of several Catholic radio stations. At the same time, the 

police arrested Father Ramiro Tijerino, Father Sadiel Eugarrios, Father José Luis Díaz, 

deacon Raúl Antonio Vega, seminarian Darvin Leiva, seminarian Melkin Sequeira, and 

cameraman Sergio Cárdenas. In February 2023, those arrested alongside Álvarez were 

wrongfully convicted of conspiracy to undermine national integrity and spreading false 

news, sentenced to 10 years’ imprisonment, stripped of their citizenship, and then swiftly 

exiled to the United States.  

 

Persecution of Protestants : Arrests, imprisonments and the shuttering of 

religious organizations  

 

In December 2023, the Nicaraguan government arrested 11 pastors affiliated with the 

Mountain Gateway Ministry. They also attempted to arrest three U.S. citizens affiliated 

with the ministry. The Ortega-Murillo regime canceled Mountain Gateway Ministry’s legal 

status, falsely alleging that the arrested pastors engaged in money laundering.  

 

In March 2024, the 11 arrested pastors were convicted of money laundering, and each 

was sentenced to either 12 or 15 years’ imprisonment and fined $80 million. During the 

pastors’ trials, reports indicate that they were unable to meet with their lawyers and that 

their lawyers were unable to access case files. The Ortega-Murillo regime has harassed 

leaders and parishioners of the primarily Indigenous Moravian Church through threats, 

conspicuous monitoring of their religious services and places of worship, and acts of 

vandalism.  

 

The Nicaraguan government has also shuttered and seized property from Protestant 

organizations. In May 2023, the Ortega-Murillo regime canceled the legal status of the 

ENLACE Christian Foundation, which was affiliated with Evangelical media outlets. In the 

same month, the Nicaraguan government shuttered and seized the property of Verbo 

Christian Missionary Association, an Evangelical organization that provided humanitarian 

relief to local populations. In July, the Evangelical University of Martin Luther King was 

ordered to close and its property was seized. In October, the Ortega-Murillo regime 

canceled the legal status of multiple Evangelical organizations at once. In June 2024, the 

government arbitrarily imposed exorbitant fines on more than 20 Evangelical pastors and 

threatened to open criminal investigations against those who did not pay. Throughout 

2024, the Nicaraguan government has continued to shutter Protestant organizations in 

waves of cancelations, including in January, February, March, and May.  
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U.S. Commission on International Religious Freedom Hearing 

  

Deteriorating Religious Freedom Conditions in Nicaragua 

 

Wednesday, July 24, 2024 

10:30 AM - 12:00 PM ET/ Washington Time 

Virtual 

  

Register Here 

 

Please join the U.S. Commission on International Religious Freedom (USCIRF) for a 

virtual hearing on deteriorating religious freedom conditions in Nicaragua and suggested 

policy options for the U.S. government. 

 

 Since 2018, the Nicaraguan government has severely restricted freedom of religion or 

belief. Catholic clergymen and laypeople have been arbitrarily arrested, imprisoned, and 

exiled. Catholic charitable and educational organizations have been shuttered on false 

allegations of money laundering and failure to properly register with authorities. 

Uniformed and plain clothes officers routinely monitor, harass, and intimidate worshipers 

during peaceful religious processions. The government has targeted Evangelical pastors 

as well, sentencing 11 such pastors in March 2024 to imprisonment on spurious money 

laundering charges. In addition, religious leaders and worshipers in Indigenous 

communities, including members of the Moravian Church, face harassment and 

intimidation for peacefully practicing their faith. 

 

 Witnesses will discuss Nicaragua’s repressive governance framework and the authorities’ 

severe crackdown against the Catholic, Protestant, and Indigenous religious 

communities. They will also explore further policy options for the U.S. government to 

foster improved religious freedom conditions in the country to help stem the relentless 

persecution of religious communities in Nicaragua beyond holding government officials 

accountable for religious freedom violations. 

 

 Opening Remarks  

• Stephen Schneck, Chair, USCIRF 

• Maureen Ferguson, Commissioner, USCIRF 

Panel 

• Christopher Hernandez-Roy, Deputy Director and Senior Fellow, Center for 

Strategic and International Studies   

• Felix Maradiaga, Trustee, Freedom House and Exiled Nicaraguan Human Rights 

Activist 

• Jon Britton Hancock, Founder and President, Mountain Gateway Ministry 

• Anexa Alfred, Member of the United Nations Expert Mechanism on the Rights of 

Indigenous Peoples and exiled Miskitu leader 

  

This hearing is open to Members of Congress, congressional staff, the public, and the 

media. The video recording of the hearing will be posted on the Commission website. For 

any additional questions, please contact media@uscirf.gov. 

 

https://uscirf.us10.list-manage.com/track/click?u=4140491c2adff549668e45bcc&id=28f36a36e2&e=9412fe384a
https://uscirf.us10.list-manage.com/track/click?u=4140491c2adff549668e45bcc&id=ecaa3feafc&e=9412fe384a
https://uscirf.us10.list-manage.com/track/click?u=4140491c2adff549668e45bcc&id=647355c001&e=9412fe384a
mailto:media@uscirf.gov
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Inter-American Court on Human Rights Orders Nicaragua 
to Free Jailed Protestants 

They were falsely accused of money laundering and sentenced to jail penalties 

ranging from twelve to fifteen years. 

 

By Massimo Introvigne 

Bitter Winter (19.07.2024) - On July 2, the Inter-American Court on Human 

Rights ordered Nicaragua to immediately release a number of prisoners of conscience. 

They include a young man who shouted “Up with the Catholic Church” during a Mass and 

eleven pastors and ministry leaders of Puerta de la Montaña, the Nicaraguan branch of 

an American organization training Protestant ministers and managing their evangelistic 

activities. 

On December 18, 2023, the Nicaraguan police raided Puerta de la Montaña and arrested 

eleven of its leaders, under fabricated accusations of money laundering. 

On December 20, 2023, the organization was legally dissolved and banned. On March 19, 

2024, the defendants were sentenced to jail penalties ranging from twelve to fifteen 

years in addition to million-dollar fines. 

On April 21, 2024 the Inter-American Commission on Human Rights, following a request 

by Alliance Defending Freedom, ordered Nicaragua to “adopt the necessary measures to 

protect the rights to life, personal integrity and the health of the eleven religious 

leaders,” to allow them full access to their lawyers, and to report to the Commission on 

the circumstances of the case. 

The Inter-American Court on Human Rights noted that the request of the Commission 

was ignored and that the health of the Puerta de la Montaña leaders, who are submitted 

to a harsh jail regime, is deteriorating. 

The Court has now ordered the “immediate release” of the prisoners. Whether Nicaragua 

will comply with the order is a different matter. 

 

 

Radio María in Nicaragua shut down by country’s 
dictatorship 

By Walter Sánchez Silva 

 

CNA (10.07.2024) - The dictatorship of President Daniel Ortega and his wife, Vice 

President Rosario Murillo, canceled the legal status of Radio María Nicaragua along with 

that of several evangelical churches. 

https://bitterwinter.org/puerta-de-la-montana-human-rights-court/
https://corteidh.or.cr/docs/medidas/chamorro_se_09.pdf
https://www.oas.org/es/CIDH/jsForm/?File=/es/cidh/prensa/comunicados/2024/078.asp
https://adfinternational.org/news/imprisoned-pastors-nicaragua
https://www.catholicnewsagency.com/author/614/walter-sanchez-silva
https://www.catholicnewsagency.com/news/258246/radio-maria-in-nicaragua-shut-down-by-country-s-dictatorship


Human Rights Without Frontiers FoRB Newsletter | Nicaragua    

 

The decision was detailed in ministerial agreement No. 34-2024-OSFL, signed by Minister 

of the Interior María Amelia Coronel Kinlock and published July 9 in the official 

government newspaper La Gaceta. 

 

In addition to Radio María, also named in the notice were the Prince of Peace Christian 

Church House of Prayer Association, the Association of Evangelical Churches of Nicaragua 

Jacob’s Well, the Apostolic Ministry Pentecost Prophetic Fire Association, and eight other 

institutions. 

The ministerial agreement states that these organizations have not reported “for periods 

of between 2 and 26 years their financial statements” with “detailed breakdowns of 

income and expenses,” which hinders “regulation and oversight” by the Ministry of the 

Interior’s General Directorate of Registration and Regulation of Nonprofit Organizations. 

Sources consulted by ACI Prensa, CNA’s Spanish-language news partner, pointed out 

that this is the same dictatorship, through the Ministry of the Interior, that decides not to 

receive these financial statements when the organizations want to file them and then 

argues failure to file as a reason for the cancellation of the legal status of targeted 

organizations. 

The notice in La Gaceta also specified that the title to the properties of all the listed 

organizations will pass over to the government of Nicaragua, the measure usually taken 

by the dictatorship when it decides to revoke the legal status of a nonprofit institution. 

On April 11, Radio María Nicaragua had previously reported that its bank accounts in the 

Banco de la Producción, where donations are received in dollars and córdobas, the 

national currency, were frozen. 

 

‘More attacks against the Church’ in Nicaragua 

 

In an X post, Nicaragua’s former ambassador to the Organization of American States, 

Arturo McFields Yescas, denounced the regime’s “latest attack against the Church.”  

“Radio María’s accounts were frozen, their programming was altered, they were 

monitored, harassed, and finally today they canceled their legal status. The satanic 

dictatorship of Nicaragua hates the Church to death,” McFields Yescas declared. 

For its part, the Nicaragua University Alliance charged on X that “the Ortega-Murillo 

regime continues to demonstrate its fear of truth and faith, canceling Radio María 

Nicaragua. They will not silence us. We condemn this new attack against freedom of the 

press and religion.” 

Meanwhile, exiled researcher and lawyer Martha Patricia Molina, author of the report 

“Nicaragua: A Persecuted Church?”, told ACI Prensa the Ortega-Murillo dictatorship 

continues to persecute Christians in Nicaragua “despite the silence that has been 

imposed on bishops and priests so they won’t continue denouncing the arbitrary actions 

committed daily.” 

“First, Radio María was forced to cut staff and broadcasting hours due to high operating 

costs that are attributed to the increase in charges for basic services such as electricity, 

which is a way employed by the dictatorship to financially suffocate the Church,” she 

explained. 

“Then the vice dictator Rosario Murillo forced the radio directors to include in their 

programming the daily speeches that she broadcasts in the pro-government media,” 

Molina charged in a statement to ACI Prensa. 

https://www.lagaceta.gob.ni/la-gaceta-n%C2%BA-124-martes-09-de-julio-de-2024/
https://www.aciprensa.com/noticias/104057/radio-maria-nicaragua-denuncia-bloqueo-de-cuentas-para-donaciones
https://x.com/ArturoMcfields/status/1810702078559363460
https://x.com/AUNNicaragua/status/1810695468160073871
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This story was first published by ACI Prensa, CNA’s Spanish-language news partner. It 

has been translated and adapted by CNA. 

 

Protestant, Catholic, Critic, Ally: No-one is safe  

Forb in Full (21.05.2024) - On Tuesday 12 December 2023, Nicaraguan security forces 

carried out an operation that would see 11 Protestant leaders arrested and detained 

across the country by the end of the day. The organisation with which the leaders were 

affiliated, Mountain Gateway, a Protestant organisation based out of Texas, and which 

has operated legally in Nicaragua since 2015 under the name Puerta de la Montana, was 

stripped of its legal status, and its assets, including 47 vehicles and four properties, were 

confiscated by the government. 

   

One month later, the government announced that it was pursuing criminal charges 

against those detained as well as three United States citizens (in absentia), on 

accusations of money laundering and organised crime. Show trials, in which the 

government produced no evidence to back up the charges, were held, and in March 

2024, the 11 detainees were sentenced to between 12 and 15 years in prison and fined 

$80 million US dollars.   

 

International outrage was immediate and sustained. Mountain Gateway has published 

numerous statements decrying the arrest of its leaders and expressing incomprehension 

at the false charges, referencing the positive relationship organisation had with the 

Nicaraguan government up until shortly before the December arrests. Members of the 

United States Congress have called for the release of the imprisoned Mountain Gateway 

church leaders, the United States Commission on International Religious Freedom 

(USCIRF) has added them to the Frank B. Wolf Freedom of Religion or Belief Victims List, 

and the Inter American Commission for Human Rights has granted precautionary 

measures in favour of the Mountain Gateway prisoners.   

 

There is no question that the group has suffered serious human rights violations. The 

case has helped to expand scrutiny of violations of freedom of religion or belief (FoRB) 

experienced by the Roman Catholic Church, which has been brutally and systematically 

targeted by the Nicaraguan government over the past few years, to the experience of 

other religious groups, including Protestants, who, according to various surveys, now 

make up around 40% of the population.   

 

Because of the high profile of the Mountain Gateway case, however, there is a 

risk that it may be interpreted as emblematic of the experience of Protestants in 

Nicaragua, or as an anomaly. It is neither.  

 

Over the past few years, Protestant Christians’ experiences of FoRB violations have 

received far less attention than those of the Roman Catholic Church, both domestically 

and internationally. There are various reasons for this. Many are connected to the nature 

of the two groups, specifically the Roman Catholic Church’s structure, as a single 

religious organisation spread geographically across the country and with a clear and very 

public facing hierarchy. In contrast, the Protestant Church, is made up of many different 

denominations and independent churches, some of which may be dominant in one part of 

the country and absent in another, and which do not necessarily work together or even 

communicate with one another.   

 

For the most part, the regime of President Daniel Ortega and his wife and vice-president, 

Rosario Murillo, has responded to these two realities strategically, with a full-frontal 

https://www.aciprensa.com/noticias/105265/dictadura-de-nicaragua-cancela-personalidad-juridica-de-radio-maria-e-iglesias-evangelicas
https://forbinfull.org/2024/05/21/protestant-catholic-critic-ally-no-one-is-safe-in-nicaragua/
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assault on the Roman Catholic Church, especially targeting the hierarchy, and reserving 

more subtle but no less effective tactics targeting individual Protestant churches and 

their leaders.   

 

Violations reported by Protestant leaders are similar in many ways to those experienced 

by their Roman Catholic compatriots. These include restrictions on the length, location, 

and frequency of religious services, a ban on public activities, government interference 

with religious activities in the form of disruption or acts of intimidation, the planting of 

informants in congregations, and the forced closure and confiscation of affiliated 

educational institutions and local charities.  

  

Such violations affecting Protestants are widespread and common, but all too often go 

unreported. The victims either lack relevant internal structures within their denomination 

and have no idea to whom they should report the FoRB violations they have experienced 

or are experiencing, or they are too afraid, citing the not unlikely outcome that, by doing 

so, they will exacerbate the situation, putting themselves, family members, or members 

of their congregations at risk of violence, arbitrary detention or forced disappearance.  

 

The government’s relentless targeting of the Roman Catholic Church has continued into 

2024, despite the imprisonment and forced exile of scores of its leaders. Many lay 

leaders remain in prison. Similarly, in the first quarter of the year, CSW has documented 

the forced closure and confiscation of numerous Protestant institutions and properties 

including churches, local charities, media outlets and schools in different parts of the 

country. Although those affected have been willing to report their experiences to CSW, in 

every case they have done so with the understanding that the details will be kept 

confidential for the reasons outlined above.   

 

The Nicaraguan government has also borrowed strategies from the Cuban 

government, seeking to create an illusion of respect for FoRB, in part by 

fomenting division within the Protestant Church, elevating some groups or 

leaders for privileged treatment in return for their public support of the regime, 

including denials that the government violates FoRB in any way.   

 

While the requests of many Protestant churches and denominations across the country, 

like their Roman Catholic counterparts, to hold public events are systematically refused, 

others, like the Ríos de Agua Vivo Ministries, whose leader Reverend Omar Duarte was 

present as a guest of honour at President Ortega’s 2022 inauguration, and The Billy 

Graham Foundation, were authorised on multiple occasions in 2023 to hold large-scale 

public events, often carried out with the approval and overt support of the government, 

including the allocation of government funds and visible presence of high ranking 

officials.   

 

At the same time as the government has been systematically shutting down, stripping 

the legal status and confiscating the properties of Roman Catholic and Protestant run 

schools of all levels – from pre-school to university, a few Protestant groups have been 

invited by the government into primary and secondary schools, where they have 

proselytized assemblies of students and teachers while also cynically promoting support 

for the president and vice president.  

 

The Ministries of Fire Nicaragua (Ministerios de Fuego Nicaragua), for example, has 

published numerous images and videos on its social media accounts showing pastors 

from its Apostolic and Prophetic Eagles in Conquest Foundation inside primary and public 

schools in Estelí Department holding evangelistic campaigns, hosting parties and 

encouraging students and teachers in the presence of school administrative officers to 

convert. In at least one video, the pastor tells the students that President Ortega and 

https://www.facebook.com/MinisteriodeFuegoNicaragua
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Vice-President Murillo are ‘like kings that God put in Nicaragua to govern’ and that as 

such they should be obeyed and honoured.1  

 

Mountain Gateway was one of these groups, supportive of and supported by the 

Nicaraguan regime, until only a few months ago. It is still unclear what changed in the 

relationship between the Mountain Gateway group and the Nicaraguan government and 

speculation has run rampant. Unlike the myriad cases involving imprisoned Roman 

Catholic bishops, priests and lay leaders who have been critical of the government and its 

policies or made public calls for respect for  FoRB, those affiliated with the Mountain 

Gateway group regularly voiced their enthusiasm for the regime of President Ortega and 

Vice-President Murillo.   

 

In a 2020 event with leaders of the National Police, including some directly implicated in 

serious human rights violations, Pastor Walner Omier Blandón, one of the 11 imprisoned 

Mountain Gateway leaders, praised Ortega and Murillo as well as the police, declaring 

that ‘everyone must submit to public authorities, for there is no authority that God has 

not arranged; so those that exist were established by him… [in the police] I see a life of 

service, dedication and love to the Nicaraguan people and [the Nicaraguan people] must 

submit to their authorities and also obey the highest authority, which is God.’2 In 2023, 

Mountain Gateway held eight large scale events across the country, not only with 

permission but with the active support and engagement of the Nicaraguan authorities.   

 

In the dearth of clear reasons for the government’s attack on the Mountain Gateway 

group, many Nicaraguan religious leaders, both Protestant and Roman Catholic, and 

human rights organisations have appeared conflicted when it comes to speaking out 

about the case. Some leaders have expressed a fear that that the case has 

overshadowed the ongoing experiences of the many Protestant leaders who have been 

quietly carrying out their work over the last few years despite threats and intimidation. 

Others remain suspicious of the group given its history of support for the regime. 

Whatever the reasons behind the government’s turn on the Mountain Gateway group, 

however, it is clear that the 11 leaders did not receive fair trials and serious violations of 

human rights have been committed.   

 

While the case is unusual in many ways, the government’s targeting of the Mountain 

Gateway group must still be understood within the larger crackdown on independent civil 

society, including on the Roman Catholic Church and on Protestant groups. It is not 

slowing down, and it is not growing less harsh. Discretion, attempting to stay carefully 

within the parameters of the law, avoiding ‘politics’, and remaining silent in the face of 

injustice experienced by others will no longer be sufficient to keep one and one’s religious 

group safe. Neither will obsequiousness. If the Ortega Murillo regime can come for 

Mountain Gateway, they can come for anyone, at any moment. The government is 

blasting out a clear, unambiguous message to all religious groups: no one is safe in 

Nicaragua.  

 

By CSW’s Head of Advocacy and Americas Team Leader Anna Lee Stangl  

 

New Report finds worsening violations of freedom of 
religion or belief 

CSW (13.02.2024) – Christian Solidarity Worldwide has published a new report which 

finds that the number and severity of violations of freedom of religion or belief (FoRB) in 

Nicaragua have continued to grow. 
 

https://www.csw.org.uk/2024/02/13/report/6164/article.htm
https://link.mediaoutreach.meltwater.com/ls/click?upn=g4x7ZyszNwZNuTNX3GMXTixPlB3ZBec7HyYVOtL9oVQPNoQKDmpG1wf5HbuhUvmhzFijqvn5cj4JsxqoFMeQ22lzZCxCHOfgaR3-2FC-2BbXJGM-3DzxoD_uzyFhnd5x7uLKUVsGjKvlgsA60KJ8eDFGi5CyQixDGv3aVZCUDCsOLa5ZrZ1a-2FZHEcULlt-2BBt2QMH-2Fzff-2Fu7VR1ExSrAL4B9uOj6mqK27ctnWM6qK0Xge5pjjeecOh2EQ9g6pwIXq5J3JDYzDr2PRPIf-2BUP8ElkQYjHmvkkxfH7FppfnbkgFInBjzyemgwBjpfVPLtBgiJDHIzRhiW47dSBRq2uaSviC68nbct0giu-2FQy2Tyd6t2DZ-2FtVf-2Fjgq-2B63RrYNWLDLfU7blv-2B89bxBNuL8s9VZraJFOEPnRWGWWoWIQ8-2BpyUYkjoAVeg6dgCb4E2MI80uxA6gKlIHQbO-2BiCNyHgwq4dF2zHnYsYGPfEKzxF24cfvcz2nBP-2FgRFTkG
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The report, entitled ‘Hostile takeover: Tightening reins on freedom of religion or belief in 

Nicaragua’, covers the period from November 2022 through January 2024, during which 

CSW recorded 310 separate FoRB cases, most of which involved multiple FoRB violations 

and in some instances affected thousands of people. This is a significant increase on 156 

cases which were documented in a previous report which covered the period of 

November 2021 through November 2022. 
 

The report is based on firsthand documentation provided by Nicaraguan human rights 

defenders (HRDs) in the country, in co-ordination with other Nicaraguan HRDs who have 

been forced into exile. 
 

The most commonly reported FoRB violations during the period covered by the report 

were those involving the arbitrary cancellation of religious events, activities or services as 

the government became more aggressive in its prohibitions on public manifestations of a 

religious nature including outdoor worship services and religious processions. Some 

religious groups, in particular those aligned with and supportive of the government, were 

exempt from this prohibition. 
 

Other documented violations against members of religion or belief communities and 

religious leaders include, but are not limited to, threats, harassment, denial of entry or 

re-entry to Nicaragua, the forced closure of religious institutions among that of hundreds 

of independent civil society organisations, and the imposition of property taxes on 

religious institutions in contravention of domestic law exempting them from such taxes. 

The report also finds that the number of cases of arbitrary detention of religious leaders 

more than doubled between November 2022 and January 2024, as compared to the 

previous CSW reporting period. In some cases, the detentions were short term. Many 

appeared to be, at least in part, an attempt to intimidate individuals into refraining from 

participating in religious activities. 
 

The government also stepped up its drive to forcibly expel those deemed critical of the 

government, stripping them of their Nicaraguan citizenship. The practice appears to have 

become government policy, as exemplified by the expulsion of 222 political prisoners in 

February 2023, of 12 Roman Catholic priests in October 2023, and a further 19 Roman 

Catholic political prisoners in January 2024. 
 

CSW’s Head of Advocacy Anna Lee Stangl said: ‘This report demonstrates just how 

severely the situation of freedom of religion or belief and other human rights has 

continued to deteriorate in Nicaragua over the past year, and how it will continue to do 

so if the international community does not increase its efforts to hold the Nicaraguan 

government to account for its crimes. In the bleakness of the situation, the Nicaraguans 

in the country, and in exile, who, despite grave risk, continue to defend human rights 

and to work to restore democracy cannot be forgotten. CSW thanks all those still inside 

Nicaragua who went to great lengths to carry out the documentation on which this report 

is based. CSW stands with all those working for a free and democratic Nicaragua in which 

the rights of all are respected.’ 

Click here to download CSW’s new report on Nicaragua as a PDF. 

 

https://link.mediaoutreach.meltwater.com/ls/click?upn=g4x7ZyszNwZNuTNX3GMXTixPlB3ZBec7HyYVOtL9oVQPNoQKDmpG1wf5HbuhUvmhzFijqvn5cj4JsxqoFMeQ22lzZCxCHOfgaR3-2FC-2BbXJGM-3D3yku_uzyFhnd5x7uLKUVsGjKvlgsA60KJ8eDFGi5CyQixDGv3aVZCUDCsOLa5ZrZ1a-2FZHEcULlt-2BBt2QMH-2Fzff-2Fu7VR1ExSrAL4B9uOj6mqK27ctnWM6qK0Xge5pjjeecOh2EQ9g6pwIXq5J3JDYzDr2PRPIf-2BUP8ElkQYjHmvkkxfH7FppfnbkgFInBjzyemgwBjpfVPLtBgiJDHIzRhiW47dZvA-2BMy7vtPKD544BAdurrRZyRP7HHBL-2F6DP7hCa8NPb91v1zuW3HT-2Fj-2BkpbwEEcBQKio5Fh6vfN2cNrMXz263E9s7Z-2FHHIgDH3235-2BS7pTq4LeGwLZaOgY78o-2BuR-2FEwO2zPA2FXXYg5SsaoYCL-2FObrPLK7hqs-2Bj1bkXz5l7mV7j
https://link.mediaoutreach.meltwater.com/ls/click?upn=g4x7ZyszNwZNuTNX3GMXTixPlB3ZBec7HyYVOtL9oVT5ocF5xmLNB7juQpl0ICIdPivLvdPFXJfrqEgcgOrj6t-2B-2BP-2FZl4HVrvm2Do8OMrMw-3DlxB6_uzyFhnd5x7uLKUVsGjKvlgsA60KJ8eDFGi5CyQixDGv3aVZCUDCsOLa5ZrZ1a-2FZHEcULlt-2BBt2QMH-2Fzff-2Fu7VR1ExSrAL4B9uOj6mqK27ctnWM6qK0Xge5pjjeecOh2EQ9g6pwIXq5J3JDYzDr2PRPIf-2BUP8ElkQYjHmvkkxfH7FppfnbkgFInBjzyemgwBjpfVPLtBgiJDHIzRhiW47dRE6SdGmabmHhJxp7EgG1z2QmgFsbqGtqbrr3wmzgFgbTXCWb3F-2F5cvHXrktN1wMa6rfNXmP-2FqnIgcWpuJLtQUMeWEa3O7tGBIMoJPvWHcBKUYzjYTKj19GhJcIC8uC6kT4U-2F6gyBCuxhPbo9Ec0zKDNbxrqhlXhh-2BnvDF6f-2BL1k
https://link.mediaoutreach.meltwater.com/ls/click?upn=g4x7ZyszNwZNuTNX3GMXTixPlB3ZBec7HyYVOtL9oVQHk2Rt93U3CY2Ulhujeiiyyp-2Ffk2UuPXS-2FEkbR-2FjIV9r4OY3TScpiCv-2BQGcNACRPM-3Dzwgq_uzyFhnd5x7uLKUVsGjKvlgsA60KJ8eDFGi5CyQixDGv3aVZCUDCsOLa5ZrZ1a-2FZHEcULlt-2BBt2QMH-2Fzff-2Fu7VR1ExSrAL4B9uOj6mqK27ctnWM6qK0Xge5pjjeecOh2EQ9g6pwIXq5J3JDYzDr2PRPIf-2BUP8ElkQYjHmvkkxfH7FppfnbkgFInBjzyemgwBjpfVPLtBgiJDHIzRhiW47dfBDvNr3iGvSUDdMzRUVbXB3ICftl9ORPJfRYOq0H8l3fy7NN0BXMaOug7p0BTUnv7otPwZYTD4312ZxUcx82YaJVKFyA8RgNPwS-2FCLmc1pVHiho9JoVJpIPsznBt7ABAM0sCXsYJm7iJGLhSI47d5fFvO5InrKGfq2gwmAyojpj
https://link.mediaoutreach.meltwater.com/ls/click?upn=g4x7ZyszNwZNuTNX3GMXTixPlB3ZBec7HyYVOtL9oVQmwbMkXqfx-2BQIUy-2FHh4SPFaNazOhEPTaOV9-2FAo47vsNWSbQZh8fjF7j5Hey6CEQwI-3Desap_uzyFhnd5x7uLKUVsGjKvlgsA60KJ8eDFGi5CyQixDGv3aVZCUDCsOLa5ZrZ1a-2FZHEcULlt-2BBt2QMH-2Fzff-2Fu7VR1ExSrAL4B9uOj6mqK27ctnWM6qK0Xge5pjjeecOh2EQ9g6pwIXq5J3JDYzDr2PRPIf-2BUP8ElkQYjHmvkkxfH7FppfnbkgFInBjzyemgwBjpfVPLtBgiJDHIzRhiW47dXT-2B-2B-2BeI-2FxnDpsd0oTDEwy2z85Ftd0rErrzLwtyXI1wYTZw7lyZImSKwnfcj9hO-2BKlBUiDOT-2Bi61GXc2n82P5vHcMG7zP5hTmyVz65HAkOJq0rWZHHDtMBYORxc5icsTATr6fR1PMWIxt-2BaBEPbiWojWPdHxWoqWA8mxYx-2Fm39k-2B
https://link.mediaoutreach.meltwater.com/ls/click?upn=g4x7ZyszNwZNuTNX3GMXTixPlB3ZBec7HyYVOtL9oVQmwbMkXqfx-2BQIUy-2FHh4SPFaNazOhEPTaOV9-2FAo47vsNWSbQZh8fjF7j5Hey6CEQwI-3Desap_uzyFhnd5x7uLKUVsGjKvlgsA60KJ8eDFGi5CyQixDGv3aVZCUDCsOLa5ZrZ1a-2FZHEcULlt-2BBt2QMH-2Fzff-2Fu7VR1ExSrAL4B9uOj6mqK27ctnWM6qK0Xge5pjjeecOh2EQ9g6pwIXq5J3JDYzDr2PRPIf-2BUP8ElkQYjHmvkkxfH7FppfnbkgFInBjzyemgwBjpfVPLtBgiJDHIzRhiW47dXT-2B-2B-2BeI-2FxnDpsd0oTDEwy2z85Ftd0rErrzLwtyXI1wYTZw7lyZImSKwnfcj9hO-2BKlBUiDOT-2Bi61GXc2n82P5vHcMG7zP5hTmyVz65HAkOJq0rWZHHDtMBYORxc5icsTATr6fR1PMWIxt-2BaBEPbiWojWPdHxWoqWA8mxYx-2Fm39k-2B
https://link.mediaoutreach.meltwater.com/ls/click?upn=g4x7ZyszNwZNuTNX3GMXTumNwkm-2BFykp9wuzCzR3z-2BMPXiuohZyNnqaLvxgyXJygO8-2B-2B6XTQPKosAGDCHLQfnYbpK0YR7FYiyW3MkVr-2BZVBOX9jKzCEcCzT9AFYs0QrLrhSM8-2BGTZv-2FtVSxdS6YpAA-3D-3DwMln_uzyFhnd5x7uLKUVsGjKvlgsA60KJ8eDFGi5CyQixDGv3aVZCUDCsOLa5ZrZ1a-2FZHEcULlt-2BBt2QMH-2Fzff-2Fu7VR1ExSrAL4B9uOj6mqK27ctnWM6qK0Xge5pjjeecOh2EQ9g6pwIXq5J3JDYzDr2PRPIf-2BUP8ElkQYjHmvkkxfH7FppfnbkgFInBjzyemgwBjpfVPLtBgiJDHIzRhiW47dQy-2BZEJ4xWbBJ4MakFNk6NMpMT-2FfVUEqPwfJt3dircW-2BgLc0KEaaFVBU3rDigifsS4WBdsddWMlRGko-2F4ZZOPyMHeQXNrWgiO0r9lv-2FVejnz20D6eK2Me2T9E03lkHVzFSwO3jSdrNY8bE2XnHDOY4-2F4ImQdRg-2BZci7Zm9zIm5BU
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Nicaragua jails pastors for alleged ‘money laundering’ 

• 347 Christian buildings shut down, confiscated or destroyed from 1 

October 2022 to 30 September 2023 

• 342 religious organizations, including 256 evangelical Christian 

associations, 43 Catholic ones and 43 others closed or dissolved 
 

By Edward Ross  

 

 
Jon Britton Hancock of Mountain Gateway at evangelistic event in Nicaragua in 

2023. | (Mountain Gateway) 

 

Christian Daily (19.01.2024) - Authorities in Nicaragua have jailed nine pastors for 

more than a month on charges that they formed part of a criminal operation along with 

three U.S. missionaries, according to the mission organization. 

The Nicaraguan Attorney General’s office has charged the three U.S. missionaries of 

Texas-based Mountain Gateway and 11 Nicaraguans with forming part of a “criminal 

structure” involved in money laundering and organized crime and has reportedly issued 

warrants for their arrest. 

“Mountain Gateway would like to publicly state it denies these allegations, and it is 

saddened by this situation,” the group said in a press statement. "These charges are 

based on erroneous information, and Mountain Gateway will do everything in its power to 

resolve this through diplomatic channels." 

Mountain Gateway, which operates in the Central American country as Puerta de la 

Montaña, said prosecutors believed the Nicaraguan pastors were under the direction of 

the mission group’s Jon Britton Hancock, Jacob Britton Hancock and Cassandra Mae 

https://www.christiandaily.com/by/edward-ross.html
https://www.christiandaily.com/news/nicaragua-jails-pastors-for-alleged-money-laundering.html
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Hancock, all U.S. citizens, and Nicaraguans Walner Omier Blandón Ochoa and Maricela de 

Fátima Mejía Ruiz. 

“While the Nicaraguan government says the [Nicaraguan] pastors are innocent, the 

pastors have been imprisoned for over a month with no legal representation or contact 

with their families,” Mountain Gateway stated. At the same time, it added that the 

government has since “allowed a lawyer to be appointed to represent the Mountain 

Gateway Nicaraguan pastors but has not provided their legal counsel with the charging 

documents or any files to prepare a defense.”  

Mountain Gateway stated that it had diligently followed all legal requirements in the U.S. 

and Nicaragua and had documentation showing the Nicaraguan government approved all 

funds entering the country and ensured they were used appropriately. 

“Nicaragua has revoked the registration of hundreds of non-profit and faith-based 

organizations in the last five years, including most recently, expelling numerous 

members of the Catholic Church and seizing church property,” the group stated. “In 

these cases, the government often includes the charge of money laundering or other 

financial charges as the reason for revocation.” 

Mountain Gateway held eight large evangelistic events in Nicaragua last year under strict 

accounting by in-house staff and budget reviews by the Nicaraguan government, the 

group stated. 

“No members of Mountain Gateway have personally profited from funds sent to 

Nicaragua for ministry functions,” it said. 

The missions group announced on Dec. 22 that the Nicaraguan government had canceled 

its registration as a ministry in the country. 

Nicaragua shut down, confiscated or destroyed 347 Christian buildings from 

Oct. 1, 2022 to Sept. 30, 2023, the fourth highest worldwide behind only China, India 

and Nigeria, according to Open Doors’ 2024 World Watch List (WWL) of the countries 

where it is most difficult to be a Christian. Nicaraguan authorities detained 38 Christians 

during this period, according the WWL report. 

Open government hostility toward Christians during the period resulted in Nicaragua 

vaulting from 50th place the prior year to 30th among the 50 countries where 

persecution of Christians is worst. The WWL report also cited Nicaragua’s legislative 

restrictions on religious freedom and the arrest or exile of religious leaders. 

Mountain Gateway said in its press statement that its U.S. pastors “have nothing to hide 

and have requested to have an attorney appointed to represent them in this legal 

process.” 

“Mountain Gateway does not understand why this is happening in a country that it loves 

dearly and has worked steadfastly to abide by the government’s regulations and laws,” 

the group stated. “While Mountain Gateway’s attorney and legal team are advising 

Mountain Gateway to trust the legal system, it does have questions. It appears this could 

be more politically motivated than legally motivated.” 



Human Rights Without Frontiers FoRB Newsletter | Nicaragua    

 

Imprisoned were nine of Mountain Gateway’s Nicaraguan pastors: Marcos 

Sergio Hernández Jirón; Harry Lening Rios Bravo; Manuel de Jesús Ríos Flores; 

José Luis Orozco Urrutia; Álvaro Daniel Escobar Caldera; Juan Carlos Chavarría 

Zapata; Juan Luis Moncada; Orvin Alexis Moncada Castellano; César Facundo 

Burgalin Miranda. 

The AP reported that the Prosecutor’s Office said in a press statement that 11 

Nicaraguans were charged, along with the legal representative and financial manager of 

Puerta de la Montaña. Prosecutors claimed that detailed investigations into money 

laundering showed the 13 nationals were allegedly involved in appearing as 

representatives in the purchase of real estate. 

The government of Daniel Ortega has closed or dissolved 342 religious 

organizations, including 256 evangelical Christian associations, 43 Catholic ones 

and 43 belonging to other churches, according to The AP, citing a December report 

by Nicaragua Never Again Human Rights Collective. Ortega has been president since 

2007, after having previously led the country from 1979 to 1990. 

The government has set a hearing for the Nicaraguan pastors on Jan. 26. 

Mountain Gateway Order, Inc., based in Dripping Springs, Texas, states on its website 

that it focuses on discipling national leaders through house churches and corporate 

worship and training national pastors to reach the lost in their nation. Mountain Gateway 

also runs a ministry training school in the United States to teach believers to take the 

gospel into any context or culture. 

“Since 2013, Mountain Gateway has served the citizens of Nicaragua through 

discipleship, church planting, feeding and clothing those in need, providing food, water, 

equipment, and recovery assistance during natural disasters, and sharing the gospel of 

Jesus Christ in mass evangelistic campaigns,” the group said in its press statement. 

 

Bishop Alvarez Lagos among 19 Catholic prisoners 
released and expelled from the country 

CSW (15.01.2024) - Roman Catholic Bishop Rolando José Álvarez Lagos was expelled 

from Nicaragua on 14 January, almost a year after he was sentenced to 26 years and 

four months in prison on unfounded charges of conspiracy against the state. 

 

According to a statement from the Nicaraguan government, Bishop Álvarez Lagos was 

one of 19 Roman Catholic political prisoners who were expelled to the Vatican. Also 

among the group was Bishop Isidoro del Carmen Mora Ortega, who was arrested on 20 

December 2023 after he told his congregation that Nicaragua's bishops were ‘united in 

prayer’ for Bishop Álvarez Lagos. 

 

In its statement on 14 January the government thanked Pope Francis and other members 

of the Roman Catholic Church for ‘the very respectful and discreet coordination carried 

out to make possible the trip to the Vatican’ for the group, which also included 15 priests 

and two seminarians. 

 

https://www.csw.org.uk/2024/01/15/press/6148/article.htm
https://link.mediaoutreach.meltwater.com/ls/click?upn=g4x7ZyszNwZNuTNX3GMXTixPlB3ZBec7HyYVOtL9oVTro5-2FPFUKeC8UlfNLrE0Md550GmHi11hIL86LAyi41F6kSvs3qIPhVYxk6EA4ZUUI-3DZGHp_uzyFhnd5x7uLKUVsGjKvlgsA60KJ8eDFGi5CyQixDGv3aVZCUDCsOLa5ZrZ1a-2FZHEcULlt-2BBt2QMH-2Fzff-2Fu7VR1ExSrAL4B9uOj6mqK27ctnWM6qK0Xge5pjjeecOh2E8szVneJfj-2Ft7hgpLDCVLt4eXL-2FiygocDuY1VPmYzLIEZjw99M1XtcNF9QJBW-2FdpbAAEeMDkKmKVXYrXIUui-2F-2Bh0pD-2FHO5v1u1bLz8DKLuFocxfqwHZj8vU6DpHk2l8WcCAaVPfQfwa85-2BZRKpXVZ4kwz76nCK5y-2BxX3WTJj4QbB4cVDFuaNnBGXEbXYo4LPcfZy3-2BM-2FUzO6rtBaBxm-2BABLL6guRpqj7HEk99-2Frkiar2dB1PpxN975k1wvNWRGAgb
https://link.mediaoutreach.meltwater.com/ls/click?upn=g4x7ZyszNwZNuTNX3GMXTixPlB3ZBec7HyYVOtL9oVReSjQ8YJmz8UMjKTcrSxuuq99mFPhuTvf9lJqZY0rDu85InhobTr-2BDS8JUDRbag70-3DAHO6_uzyFhnd5x7uLKUVsGjKvlgsA60KJ8eDFGi5CyQixDGv3aVZCUDCsOLa5ZrZ1a-2FZHEcULlt-2BBt2QMH-2Fzff-2Fu7VR1ExSrAL4B9uOj6mqK27ctnWM6qK0Xge5pjjeecOh2E8szVneJfj-2Ft7hgpLDCVLt4eXL-2FiygocDuY1VPmYzLIEZjw99M1XtcNF9QJBW-2FdpbAAEeMDkKmKVXYrXIUui-2F-2BpbvRLDwWBJ7XbQvO7koKTO2d-2BEoF-2F5Rk5ztmeH739RqU1m4DtDTOZ-2FdUdFCrE4QwNlr1sQiZgNWQtDiWJz4ZV5kDXn3OAH5-2BwMp2bDekGa0RCLLIyyEjMQlghSOiZB7goj-2BDkghes3XTSJP21o1p3aC6EFGXsFP4tgyn7lMLgsi
https://link.mediaoutreach.meltwater.com/ls/click?upn=g4x7ZyszNwZNuTNX3GMXThHrlRjeBoRwlUMh68x7h09dGBP0X7gbwFkyV9NWTOPOS9-2BvvBHQZ-2Fe6p5d99b440cw29es5seJVs2-2Bjh-2Bfql7lulZ-2Bl0NPbOdwxWL-2BZXuG2rfW0BkL4i-2B-2FgXbd9WoBe6TYP6996SFreDL2vyzWVky7tFmrQyaxNzq4ldgCsGWbPCq-2Bq4tkFEFnCgyxkXqwaiQ-3D-3DFeLQ_uzyFhnd5x7uLKUVsGjKvlgsA60KJ8eDFGi5CyQixDGv3aVZCUDCsOLa5ZrZ1a-2FZHEcULlt-2BBt2QMH-2Fzff-2Fu7VR1ExSrAL4B9uOj6mqK27ctnWM6qK0Xge5pjjeecOh2E8szVneJfj-2Ft7hgpLDCVLt4eXL-2FiygocDuY1VPmYzLIEZjw99M1XtcNF9QJBW-2FdpbAAEeMDkKmKVXYrXIUui-2F-2BpG-2BkhnwXexFTol6UwC5rGruSWakqb0tDMtyOFrCv5jHr8cEeclITqC9fY7tLq2lrEdj4GmZ6H3BsXozEELgTDSHhrQ-2FjyE9P-2BqDATSFOn9Sz5BtWee2AuytaJzi5BS585KBZJ0-2BmY-2B2pTOKNrwGWeKqYIYIJg9qnO0Zx4ajj8h4
https://link.mediaoutreach.meltwater.com/ls/click?upn=g4x7ZyszNwZNuTNX3GMXTgwMDOWHcry1HwN3Ie2aSOvE5z5p8PlgLb78sO3sXseTf-2BiFiu-2B70c8YzTFXuv5TwUyXZDylRqAB3qVa9Lv68vU-3DSed2_uzyFhnd5x7uLKUVsGjKvlgsA60KJ8eDFGi5CyQixDGv3aVZCUDCsOLa5ZrZ1a-2FZHEcULlt-2BBt2QMH-2Fzff-2Fu7VR1ExSrAL4B9uOj6mqK27ctnWM6qK0Xge5pjjeecOh2E8szVneJfj-2Ft7hgpLDCVLt4eXL-2FiygocDuY1VPmYzLIEZjw99M1XtcNF9QJBW-2FdpbAAEeMDkKmKVXYrXIUui-2F-2BmIyffdWttB7-2FvFNm9dWyf9lvkcG3hnIAAkutxv9TW49cn8CI5JBfEEgFzHsnqzkjoRmytHOUdbKR8Nr0vOpEjFO4o9SDzQjXfpB-2BPHXk2PIyUMkY9zXU9-2FPU7PS8kmuToHwDJH6h9MRXmLoFbsmxCzuaOECTah1-2Br2TxVvAaEPb
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Bishop Álvarez Lagos – a prominent critic of Nicaraguan President Daniel Ortega – was 

placed under house arrest on 19 August 2022. On 10 February 2023, he was sentenced 

to 26 years and four months in prison in a summary trial one day after the Nicaraguan 

government released 222 political prisoners into exile in the United States. The bishop 

was stripped of his Nicaraguan nationality and his civil rights for life, and was also not 

among a group of 12 other political prisoners – all Roman Catholic priests – who 

were released into exile in Rome in October 2023.   

  

CSW’s Head of Advocacy Anna Lee Stangl said: ‘While CSW welcomes the news that 

these religious leaders are now free, this should not be interpreted as a gesture of good 

will on the part of the government. Bishop Álvarez Lagos, Bishop Mora Ortega and the 17 

others have been forced to leave their country because the government compels those 

who are critical of the regime to choose between prison or exile. We continue to call for 

the immediate and unconditional release of all political prisoners in Nicaragua, for the 

restoration of citizenship for Bishop Álvarez Lagos and all others who have been stripped 

of their nationality, and for the international community to hold President Ortega to 

account for the campaign to eliminate independent voices in the country.’ 

Note to Editors: 

1. The full list of those released is as follows: 

1. Bishop Rolando José Álvarez Lagos 

2. Bishop Isidoro del Carmen Mora Ortega 

3. Oscar José Escoto Salgado 

4. Jader Danilo Guido Acosta 

5. Pablo Antonio Villafranca Martínez 

6. Carlos José Avilés Cantón 

7. Héctor del Carmen Treminio Vega 

8. Marcos Francisco Diaz Prado 

9. Fernando Isaías Calero Rodríguez 

10. Silvio José Fonseca Martínez 

11. Mikel Salvador Monterrey Arias 

12. Raúl Antonio Zamora Guerra 

13. Miguel Agustín Mantica Cuadra 

14. Jhader Antonio Hernández Urbina 

15. Gerardo José Rodríguez Pérez 

16. Ismael Reineiro Serrano Gudiel 

17. José Gustavo Sandino Ochoa 

18. Tonny Daniel Palacio Sequeira 

19. Alester de Jesús Sáenz Centeno 

 

 

Over a dozen Catholic clergymen in jail 

By Willy Fautré, director of Human Rights Without Frontiers 

 

HRWF (08.01.2024) - In Nicaragua, 2023 ended with more than a dozen Catholic clergy 

in jail, the USCIRF Database of religious prisoners documenting 17 cases as of 8 January 

2024. President Daniel Ortega is reported to have “ordered the arrest of, forced into 

exile, and verbally attacked priests and bishops, labeled them ‘criminals’ and ‘coup-

plotters,’ and accused them of inciting violence.” The most recent arrests took place on 

New Year's Eve. 

 

https://link.mediaoutreach.meltwater.com/ls/click?upn=g4x7ZyszNwZNuTNX3GMXTixPlB3ZBec7HyYVOtL9oVT5ocF5xmLNB7juQpl0ICIdPivLvdPFXJfrqEgcgOrj6t-2B-2BP-2FZl4HVrvm2Do8OMrMw-3D35qh_uzyFhnd5x7uLKUVsGjKvlgsA60KJ8eDFGi5CyQixDGv3aVZCUDCsOLa5ZrZ1a-2FZHEcULlt-2BBt2QMH-2Fzff-2Fu7VR1ExSrAL4B9uOj6mqK27ctnWM6qK0Xge5pjjeecOh2E8szVneJfj-2Ft7hgpLDCVLt4eXL-2FiygocDuY1VPmYzLIEZjw99M1XtcNF9QJBW-2FdpbAAEeMDkKmKVXYrXIUui-2F-2BvUDJf-2FlQIG72suoQsAGxXJMs25gTI8PvDwyzrLr7Rt-2FGNyzMSwyAWwvXz9Tt851SzzuSxozTOGPNArvfpCADFpN6yA7cacPvUMyoCSTHwQScG4fJrt9QyKUnH9nvtaPJS188K58Nx-2FzLLcsGW22uWqHqNXiJS6MznVxxGADJGhN
https://link.mediaoutreach.meltwater.com/ls/click?upn=g4x7ZyszNwZNuTNX3GMXTixPlB3ZBec7HyYVOtL9oVQHk2Rt93U3CY2Ulhujeiiyyp-2Ffk2UuPXS-2FEkbR-2FjIV9r4OY3TScpiCv-2BQGcNACRPM-3DjXuk_uzyFhnd5x7uLKUVsGjKvlgsA60KJ8eDFGi5CyQixDGv3aVZCUDCsOLa5ZrZ1a-2FZHEcULlt-2BBt2QMH-2Fzff-2Fu7VR1ExSrAL4B9uOj6mqK27ctnWM6qK0Xge5pjjeecOh2E8szVneJfj-2Ft7hgpLDCVLt4eXL-2FiygocDuY1VPmYzLIEZjw99M1XtcNF9QJBW-2FdpbAAEeMDkKmKVXYrXIUui-2F-2BtmRqWBgj7Uebtns92nAlX0qTRfeW1y3669oCbps1vjcJlAuWngl-2B2XayRLox3naPflEXVBHOZGvbQ2VgpOay5qZfc5THtIw-2BlRi666FdFybbSPq4wlVhNKLJqi3ni8nuhwhMYoHz1cyFXJ629anwD9SbG81vhXiaBySnEbzuKg2
https://www.uscirf.gov/victims-list/
https://www.state.gov/reports/2022-report-on-international-religious-freedom/nicaragua/
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Six former employees of Caritas sentenced to six years in prison 

 

A new report says that as 2024 begins, the Ortega regime has arrested and detains 2 

bishops, 15 priests and 2 seminarians. 

 

On 24 December 2023 (Christmas Eve), the government sentenced to six years 

imprisonment on dubious money laundering charges six lay staff members from a now-

closed diocesan chapter of the Catholic charity Caritas:  Julio Sevilla, Julio Berríos, 

Bladimir Pallés, María Verónica Herrera Galeano, Freydell Andino, and Mariví 

Andino.  

 

This follows several other attacks against religious leaders over the months, including the 

sentencing of Bishop Rolando Álvarez to 26 years imprisonment, expelling religious 

prisoners of conscience to the United States and the Vatican, and shuttering Catholic 

charitable and educational institutions such as the Jesuit-run University of Central 

America. 

 

Bishop Rolando Alvarez sentenced to 26 years in prison 

 

Rolando Álvarez, bishop of the Matagalpa diocese, is imprisoned for criticizing religious 

freedom conditions. 

 

On 4 August 2022, police prevented Álvarez from leaving his home to perform mass at a 

local cathedral after he criticized the government’s closure of several Catholic radio 

stations and its human rights record. Álvarez remained under de facto house arrest as 

authorities investigated him for “organizing violent groups” and encouraging them “to 

carry out acts of hate against the population.” 

 

On 19 August 2022, police arrested Álvarez from his residence. It is reported that he 

was taken to Managua and placed under house arrest in his parents' home. 

 

In December 2022, a court ordered that Álvarez remain under house arrest on charges 

of “conspiracy” and “spreading false news." He was also accused of “damaging the 

Nicaraguan government and society.” 

 

On 10 February 2023, a court sentenced Álvarez to 26 years in prison after he declined 

to be exiled to the United States the day before. Álvarez was reportedly convicted of 

several charges, including treason, undermining national integrity and spreading false 

news. He was also fined and stripped of his citizenship. 

 

Álvarez is imprisoned at Sistema Penitenciario Nacional Jorge Navarro in Tipitapa.  

 

Around Christmas 2023, the government arbitrarily arrested and detained Bishop Isidro 

Mora (on 20 December), Father Pablo Villafranca (on 26 December) and Father 

Silvio Fonseca (on 29 December), each of whom offered prayers for the wrongfully 

imprisoned Bishop Rolando Álvarez prior to their arrests. (Source: USCIRF). 

 

Statement of the Inter-American Commission on Human Rights  

 

Recent months (and years) have seen a crackdown by the Nicaraguan government 

against religious leaders and religious institutions in the country. 

 

Martha Patricia Molina, a Nicaraguan lawyer and author of the study Nicaragua: A 

Persecuted Church? reports that the Ortega government has carried out more than 770 

arrests, attacks, expropriations and harassments against the Catholic Church, including 
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“impediments to processions, prayers, masses in cemeteries,” as well as spread hate 

messages, since 2018. 

 

2022 saw shutdowns and confiscations of assets belonging to several organizations 

linked to the Roman Catholic Church, including the Catholic University of Dry Tropic 

Farming and Livestock, several schools in the Estelí diocese, and Saint Teresa of 

Calcutta's Missionaries of Charity, whose members were expelled from Nicaragua. 

 

Because of these attacks, the Inter-American Commission on Human Rights 

(IACHR) condemned the “escalating repression against members of the Roman Catholic 

Church in Nicaragua.”  

 

IACHR classified the acts as “systematic persecution, criminalization, harassment, police 

hounding, stigmatizing comments by State authorities, and, more generally, acts of 

repression targeting members of the Roman Catholic Church in Nicaragua, due to its 

mediation efforts in the national talks of 2018 and its critical position to denounce human 

rights violations committed in the context of Nicaragua's ongoing crisis.”  

 

Nicaragua, a Country of Particular Concern in Washington  

 

On 4 January 2024, the United States Commission on International Religious Freedom 

(USCIRF) issued a statement strongly condemning the Nicaraguan government. USCIRF 

Vice Chair Frederick A. Davie said that “USCIRF is outraged that the Nicaraguan 

government has chosen to continue its brutal crackdown on members of the Catholic 

Church for speaking out about the religious freedom and human rights violations 

occurring in the country.”  

 

USCIRF Commissioner Frank Wolf added: “We urge the U.S. Congress to help stem these 

egregious religious freedom violations and hold violators accountable by passing the 

bipartisan Restoring Sovereignty and Human Rights in Nicaragua Act of 2023. This bill 

expands the U.S. government’s ability to sanction officials responsible for religious 

freedom and human rights violations and ensures the U.S. government’s support for the 

United Nations Group of Human Rights Experts on Nicaragua, which is working diligently 

to investigate all alleged human rights violations and abuses committed in the country 

since 2018.” 

 

Because of the dire situation in Nicaragua, in its 2023 Annual Report, USCIRF 

recommended the U.S. Department of State redesignate Nicaragua as a Country of 

Particular Concern for its systematic, ongoing, and egregious violations of religious 

freedom. 

 

On 4 January 2024, Secretary Blinken ultimately announced that he designated 

Nicaragua, among other countries, as a Country of Particular Concern (CRC) for having 

engaged in or tolerated particularly severe violations of religious freedom.  
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