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COUNTRY DESCRIPTION: Nicaragua is a young democracy with a developing economy. The national language is Spanish, though many residents of the Caribbean coastal areas speak English and indigenous languages, as well. The climate is generally hot and humid with the “summer” dry season running mid November through mid May and the “winter” rainy season running from mid May through mid November. Terrain ranges from the hilly and volcanic to coastal beaches and tropical jungles. Many foreign governments and relief organizations provide economic assistance to Nicaragua and numerous individuals (official and non-official) from the U.S. and the rest of the developed world work on community-based projects both in Managua and in the rural areas. Violent crime has not been a historical problem, yet criminal enterprises appear to be growing in organization as economic development in Nicaragua moves forward. The judicial system is subject to corruption and political influence. 

The promotion of tourism is a top government priority, however, Nicaragua lacks an extensive tourist infrastructure. Potential tourists may want to obtain information from INTUR, the governmental agency responsible for developing, regulating and promoting tourism in Nicaragua. INTUR's website is http://www.intur.gob.ni and offers some information in English. 

ENTRY/EXIT REQUIREMENTS: On December 31, 2005, the U.S. Government will begin to phase in new passport requirements for U.S. citizens traveling in the Western Hemisphere.  By December 31, 2007, all U.S. citizens will be expected to depart and enter the United States on a valid passport or other authorized document establishing identity and U.S. citizenship.  The Department of State strongly encourages travelers to obtain passports well in advance of any planned travel.  Routine passport applications by mail take up to six weeks to be issued.  For further information, go to the State Department's Consular website: http://travel.state.gov/travel/cbpmc/cbpmc_2223.html.  

A valid U.S. passport is required to enter Nicaragua. U.S. citizens must have an onward or return ticket and evidence of sufficient funds to support themselves during their stay. A visa is not required for U.S. citizens; however, a tourist card must be purchased ($5.00) upon arrival. Tourist cards are typically issued for 30 to 90 days. 

A valid entry stamp is required to exit Nicaragua. Pay attention to the authorized stay that will be written into your entry stamp by the immigration inspector. Visitors remaining more than the authorized time must obtain an extension from Nicaraguan Immigration. Failure to do so prevents departure until a fine is paid. 

There is also a $32 departure tax, the payment of which may or may not be included in your ticket.  If not, payment can be made at the counter. 

See our Foreign Entry Requirements brochure for more information on Nicaragua and other countries.  Visit the Embassy of Nicaragua web site at www.cancilleria.gob.ni for the most current visa information and locations for the Embassy and the several consulates in the United States. 

DUAL NATIONALITY: The constitution of Nicaragua permits dual nationality. Dual citizens can enter and depart Nicaragua using either their U.S. or Nicaraguan passport. However, dual citizens entering on U.S. passports must obtain appropriate tourist/residence permits and any appropriate extensions.  Parents should not rely on birth certificates for travel of their children; rather, they should obtain U.S. passports for infants and minors born in the U.S. prior to travel. Please also note that minors, who have Nicaraguan citizenship, regardless if they have an American passport, will be required to obtain an exit stamp from Nicaraguan Immigration before being allowed to depart. 

For entry and exit requirements pertaining to dual nationality and the prevention of international child abduction, read our information at http://travel.state.gov/travel/cis_pa_tw/cis/cis_1469.html.  

SAFETY AND SECURITY: Police coverage is extremely sparse outside of major urban areas. Sporadic incidents of highway banditry are reported in remote rural areas of north and northwest Nicaragua. If you do decide to travel to these areas, travel only on major highways during daylight hours. Political demonstrations and strikes occur sporadically, are usually limited to urban areas, and occasionally become violent. U.S. citizens are advised to avoid crowds and blockades during such occurrences. 

Nicaragua's Atlantic coast contains vast stretches of territory with little or no law enforcement outside the major towns. Nautical travelers should be aware that there are boundary disputes involving the governments of Nicaragua and Honduras in the Caribbean coastal waters adjoining these countries. Passengers and crews of foreign fishing boats have been detained and/or fined and vessels impounded. There also is a long-term boundary dispute with Colombia over San Andres Island and surrounding waters. Travelers should also be aware that narcotics traffickers often use the Caribbean coastal waters. 

On the San Juan River there have been disagreements regarding navigational rights in the Nicaragua-Costa Rica border area. Nicaragua and Costa Rica signed a three-year agreement in September of 2002 to defer presenting these issues before the International Court of Justice (ICJ) for resolution. Meanwhile, the governments of Nicaragua and Costa Rica have agreed to work towards an amicable solution and to jointly fund community development projects in the border area. 

U.S. citizens are cautioned that strong currents and undertows off sections of Nicaragua's Pacific coast have resulted in a number of drownings. Warning signs are not posted, and lifeguards and rescue equipment are not readily available in Nicaragua. U.S. citizens contemplating beach activities in Nicaragua's Pacific waters should exercise appropriate caution. 

Hiking in volcanic or other remote areas can be dangerous and you should take appropriate precautions.  Hikers should have appropriate dress, footwear, and sufficient consumables for any trek undertaken.  Individuals who travel to remote tourist or other areas for hiking activities are encouraged to hire a local guide familiar with the terrain and area.  In particular, there have been instances of hikers perishing or getting lost on the volcanoes at Ometepe Island.  While they may look like easy climbs, the terrain is treacherous and heavily overgrown.  

Although hundreds of passengers travel daily on domestic flights within Nicaragua without incident, these flights use small, uncontrolled airstrips outside of Managua, with minimal safety equipment and little boarding security. Significant safety and security improvements have, however, been made at the Bluefields, Puerto Cabezas and Corn Island airports, all of which are located on Nicaragua's Atlantic coast. 

Although extensive demining operations have been conducted to clear rural areas of northern Nicaragua of landmines left from the war, visitors venturing off the main roads in these areas are cautioned that the possibility of encountering landmines still exists. 

For the latest security information, Americans traveling abroad should regularly monitor the Department’s Internet web site at http://travel.state.gov where the current Travel Warnings and Public Announcements, including the Worldwide Caution Public Announcement, can be found. 

Up-to-date information on safety and security can also be obtained by calling 1-888-407-4747 toll free in the U.S., or for callers outside the U.S. and Canada, a regular toll-line at 1-202-501-4444.  These numbers are available from 8:00 a.m. to 8:00 p.m. Eastern Time, Monday through Friday (except U.S. federal holidays). 

The Department of State urges American citizens to take responsibility for their own personal security while traveling overseas.  For general information about appropriate measures travelers can take to protect themselves in an overseas environment, see the Department of State’s pamphlet A Safe Trip Abroad at http://travel.state.gov/travel/tips/safety/safety_1747.html. 

CRIME: Violent crime in Managua and other cities is increasing, and street crimes are common. Pick pocketing and occasional armed robberies occur on crowded buses, at bus stops and in open markets, particularly the large Mercado Oriental. Gang activity is rising in Managua, though not at levels found in neighboring Central American countries. Gang violence, including robberies, assaults and stabbings, is most frequently encountered in poorer neighborhoods, but has occurred in the neighborhoods surrounding major hotels and open-air markets. 

Visitors may want to avoid walking and instead use officially registered taxicabs. Radio-dispatched taxis are recommended and can be found at the International airport and at the larger hotels.  Taxi drivers and passengers have been victims of robbery, assault, sexual assault, and even murder. Before taking a taxi, make sure that it has a red license plate and that the number is legible. Pick taxis carefully and note the driver's name and license number. Instruct the driver not to pick up other passengers, agree on the fare before you depart, and have small bills available for payment, as taxi drivers often do not make change. Also, check that the taxi is properly labeled with the cooperativa (company) name and logo. Purse and jewelry snatchings from motorists sometimes occur at stoplights. While riding in a vehicle, windows should be closed, car doors locked and valuables placed out of sight. 

Street crime and petty theft are a common problem in Puerto Cabezas, Bluefields and the Corn Islands along the Nicaraguan Caribbean coast. Lack of adequate police coverage has resulted in these areas being used by drug traffickers and other criminal elements. 

Do not resist a robbery attempt. Many criminals have weapons, and most injuries and deaths have resulted when victims have resisted. Do not hitchhike or go home with strangers, particularly from nightspots. Travel in groups of two or more persons whenever possible. Use the same common sense while traveling in Nicaragua that you would in any high-crime area of a major U.S. city. Do not wear excessive jewelry in downtown or rural areas. Do not carry large sums of money, ATM or credit cards you do not need, or other valuables. 

Airport: It is preferable to make transportation arrangements prior to your arrival.  If staying at a hotel with airport shuttle service, you are encouraged to use it.  Travelers requiring a taxi are encouraged to use one of the registered airport taxis.  While a bit more expensive (typically $15 to $25 to the greater Managua area), these taxis are considered safer.  You can obtain the services of these airport taxis by looking for taxi facilitators outside the airport wearing red shirts with an ‘aeropuerto cooperativa’ emblem. These individuals also have badges issued by the airport authority (EAAI) and carry two-way radios.  These taxis are parked within the airport parking lot and are summoned by the facilitators.  People opting for the less expensive taxis waiting outside the airport have occasionally been robbed. 

There have been a few nighttime reports of carjacking on the Tipitapa-Masaya highway after people have left the airport.  The highway is a shortcut to Granada and points south, however it is poorly lit and relatively isolated. The safer route for traveling south is via Managua.  

Passenger Buses and Terminals
Should you be traveling by bus, it is recommended that bus travel should be during the daylight hours and on first-class conveyances, not on economy buses. 

In Managua, the main terminals for the TICA Bus and Kings Quality are located near Calle 27 de Mayo.  There are a number of budget hotels located near these bus stops publicized in various travel guides. Unfortunately this is also a high crime area, especially after dark.  There are numerous reports of tourists being assaulted at knifepoint or gunpoint while walking back to the hotel after having gone out for the evening. Robberies have also occurred early in the morning when a traveler is catching an early bus during the pre-dawn hours.  Walking on the street at night is not recommended in Managua and, this area in particular, can be dangerous. 

Beaches
There have been some cases of robbery and assaults from people who have been on isolated beaches or on beach areas at night.  There is little to no police presence at many beaches that are outside the central municipality. 

Hiking and Backpacking
Visitors should not hike alone in backcountry areas, nor walk alone on beaches or trails. Volunteers and others who may come to work in rural areas on a temporary or long-term basis should also observe the aforementioned precautions. There have been isolated incidents of sexual assaults in these areas. The best way to avoid becoming a victim is to utilize good personal security practices. Use the buddy system and make sure your fellow traveler(s) knows your whereabouts. 

INFORMATION FOR VICTIMS OF CRIME:  The loss or theft abroad of a U.S. passport should be reported immediately to the local police and the nearest U.S. Embassy or Consulate.  If you are the victim of a crime while overseas, in addition to reporting to local police, please contact the nearest U.S. Embassy or Consulate for assistance.  The Embassy/Consulate staff can, for example, assist you to find appropriate medical care, contact family members or friends and explain how funds could be transferred.  Although the investigation and prosecution of the crime is solely the responsibility of local authorities, consular officers can help you to understand the local criminal justice process and to find an attorney if needed.  

MEDICAL FACILITIES AND HEALTH INFORMATION: Medical care is limited, particularly outside Managua. Basic medical services are available in Managua and in many of the smaller towns and villages. However, treatment for many serious medical problems is either unavailable or available only in Managua. Certain types of medical equipment, medications and treatments are not available in Nicaragua. 

In an emergency, individuals are taken to the nearest hospital that will accept a patient. This is usually a public hospital unless the individual or someone acting on their behalf indicates that they can pay for a private hospital. Payment for medical services is typically done on a cash basis, although the few private hospitals will accept major credit cards for payment. U.S. health insurance plans are not accepted in Nicaragua. 

Malaria is endemic, particularly in low-lying areas such as Managua and around the beaches. Dengue is also a problem. Tap water in Managua has been tested and found safe for drinking; however, you are urged to drink bottled water, especially when traveling outside of the capital. Mosquito-borne illnesses are an ongoing problem in Nicaragua. All persons traveling in Nicaragua, even for a brief visit, are at risk of contracting malaria year-round if they travel outside of Managua to low-lying areas. Take a prophylactic regimen best suited to your health profile. The country regularly suffers from outbreaks of dengue fever during the rainy season. Travelers should take precautions against being bitten by mosquitoes to reduce the chance of contracting such illnesses. 

Individuals traveling to Nicaragua should ensure that all their routine vaccinations are up to date. Vaccination against Hepatitis A and Hepatitis B is strongly recommended. Travelers taking prescription medications should bring an adequate supply with them when coming to Nicaragua. 

Information on vaccinations and other health precautions, such as safe food and water precautions and insect bite protection, may be obtained from the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention’s hotline for international travelers at 1-877-FYI-TRIP (1-877-394-8747) or via the CDC’s Internet site at http://www.cdc.gov/travel.  For information about outbreaks of infectious diseases abroad consult the World Health Organization’s (WHO) website at http://www.who.int/en.  Further health information for travelers is available at http://www.who.int/ith. 

A list of medical resources can be found on the U.S. Embassy in Nicaragua’s website at http://nicaragua.usembassy.gov/wwwhcon14.html. 

MEDICAL INSURANCE:  The Department of State strongly urges Americans to consult with their medical insurance company prior to traveling abroad to confirm whether their policy applies overseas and whether it will cover emergency expenses such as a medical evacuation.  Please see our information on medical insurance overseas at http://travel.state.gov/travel/cis_pa_tw/cis/cis_1470.html. 

TRAFFIC SAFETY AND ROAD CONDITIONS: While in a foreign country, U.S. citizens may encounter road conditions that differ significantly from those in the United States.  The information below concerning Nicaragua is provided for general reference only, and may not be totally accurate in a particular location or circumstance. 

Driving at night on rural roads outside major cities is also discouraged. Driving is on the right side of the road in Nicaragua. However, U.S. citizens will encounter road conditions and driving practices significantly different from those in the United States. The information below concerning Nicaragua is provided for general reference only, and may not be totally accurate in a particular location or circumstances. 

Motorists driving to Nicaragua should use the principal highways and official border crossings at Guasale, El Espino and Las Manos between Nicaragua and Honduras and Penas Blancas between Nicaragua and Costa Rica. Although some of the principal highways connecting the major cities are in good shape, drivers should be aware that seasonal, torrential rains take a heavy toll on road conditions. Motorists are encouraged to prepare accordingly and may want to carry a cellular phone in case of an emergency. 

Road travel after dark is especially hazardous in all areas of the country. With a few exceptions, Nicaraguan roads (not major highways) are in poor repair, potholed, poorly lit, frequently narrow, and lack shoulders. Many roads severely damaged as a result of Hurricane Mitch in October 1998 have not been repaired. 

Some of the major highways and roads are undergoing major repair, repaving and upgrading. Be on the lookout for detours and slow traffic on these roads. In general, road signs are poor to non-existent. Bicycles, oxcarts, dogs, horses and vehicles without lights are at times encountered even on main thoroughfares in Nicaragua. Motorcycles, often carrying three or even four passengers, dart in and out of traffic with little or no warning. Many vehicles are in poor condition, travel very slowly and are prone to breaking down without warning. Drivers should be especially careful on curves and hills, as many drivers will pass on blind spots. Speed limits vary depending on the type of road, but because the government lacks the resources, traffic rules are rarely enforced. 

Due to the age and disrepair of many vehicles, many drivers will not signal their intentions using turn indicators. Rather, it is common for a vehicle operator to stick his hand out the window to signal a turn. If you do drive in Nicaragua, you need to exercise the utmost caution, drive defensively and make sure you have insurance. 

Avoid taking public transportation buses, if possible. They are overcrowded, unsafe and often are used by pickpockets. Because of the conditions discussed above, traffic accidents often result in serious injury or death. This is most often true when heavy vehicles, such as buses or trucks, are involved. Traditionally, vehicles involved in accidents in Nicaragua are not moved (even to clear traffic), until authorized by a police officer. Drivers who violate this norm may be held legally liable for the accident. 

Nicaraguan law requires that a driver be taken into custody for driving under the influence or being involved in an accident that caused serious injury or death, even if the driver is insured and appears not to have been at fault. The minimum detention period is 48 hours; however, detentions frequently last until a judicial decision is reached (often weeks or months), or until a waiver is signed by the injured party (usually as the result of a cash settlement). 

Visitors to Nicaragua might want to consider hiring a professional driver during their stay. Licensed drivers who are familiar with local roads can be hired through local car rental agencies. In case of accident, only the driver will be taken into custody. 

Regulations governing transit are administered by the National Police. For specific information concerning Nicaraguan drivers permits, vehicle inspection, road tax, and mandatory insurance, you may wish to refer to the National Police website at http://www.policia.gob.ni/. You may also contact the Embassy of Nicaragua or a Consulate for further information. 

AVIATION SAFETY OVERSIGHT: The U.S. Federal Aviation Administration (FAA) has assessed the government of Nicaragua's civil aviation authority as Category 2 - not in compliance with ICAO international aviation safety standards. 

However, at this time, there are no Nicaragua-based airlines flying to the United States. For more information, travelers may visit the FAA’s internet web site at www.faa.gov/avr/iasa/index.cfm. 

SPECIAL CIRCUMSTANCES: Purchasing Property: U.S. citizens should be aware of the risks of purchasing real estate in Nicaragua and should exercise caution before committing to invest in property. The 1979-90 Sandinista government expropriated some 30,000 properties, many of which are still involved in disputes or claims.  Land title remains unclear in many cases. Although the government has resolved several thousand claims by U.S. citizens for compensation or return of properties, there remain hundreds of unresolved claims registered with the U.S. Embassy. Potential investors should engage competent local legal representation and investigate their purchases thoroughly in order to reduce the possibility of property disputes. 

The Judicial system offers little relief when the purchase of a property winds up in court.  The Embassy is aware of numerous cases in which buyers purchase property supported by what appear to be legal titles only to see themselves subsequently embroiled in legal battles when the titles are contested by an affected or otherwise interested third party.  Once a property dispute enters the judicial arena, the outcome may be subject to corruption, political pressure, and influence peddling.   Many Coastal properties have been tied up in courts recently, leaving the ‘buyer’ unable to proceed with the intended development pending lengthy and uncertain litigation.  In other cases squatters have simply invaded the land while the police or judicial authorities are unable (or unwilling) to remove the trespassers.  Again, the Embassy advises that those interested in purchasing Nicaraguan property exercise extreme caution.  

Money and Currency: U.S. currency is widely accepted and major credit cards are also typically accepted in hotels, restaurants, stores and other businesses in urban and tourist areas. Visitors, who need to change dollars, are encouraged to do this at their hotel since this is typically the safest place. ATM machines are available at banks in addition to some shopping centers and gas stations in urban and tourist areas. However, individuals should exercise caution when using a teller machine since they are typically in or near uncontrolled areas and criminal elements can easily see you withdrawing cash. Traveler’s checks are accepted at a few major hotels and may also be exchanged for local currency at authorized exchange facilities ("casas de cambio"). You will also find enterprising individuals - ‘Cambistas’ - waving wads of cash in the street. Changing money in this fashion can be dangerous and is discouraged. 

Disaster Preparedness: Nicaragua is prone to a wide variety of natural disasters, including earthquakes, hurricanes and volcanic eruptions. General information about natural disaster preparedness is available via the Internet from the U.S. Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) at http://www.fema.gov. 

Customs Regulations: Before excavating archaeological materials, or agreeing to buy artifacts of historical value, all persons are strongly urged to consult with the National Patrimony Directorate of the Nicaraguan Institute of Culture. Nicaraguan law and a bilateral accord limit the acquisition, importation into the U.S. and commercialization of said goods. Severe criminal penalties may apply. 

U.S. citizens planning to stay in Nicaragua for an extended period of time with the intention of bringing vehicles or household goods into the country should consult Nicaraguan customs officials prior to shipment. 

For Customs Information, please also refer to http://travel.state.gov/travel/cis_pa_tw/cis/cis_1468.html. 

CRIMINAL PENALTIES: While in a foreign country, a U.S. citizen is subject to that country's laws and regulations, which sometimes differ significantly from those in the United States and may not afford the protections available to the individual under U.S. law.  Penalties for breaking the law can be more severe than in the United States for similar offenses.  Persons violating Nicaraguan laws, even unknowingly, may be expelled, arrested or imprisoned.  Penalties for possession, use, or trafficking in illegal drugs in Nicaragua are severe, and convicted offenders can expect long jail sentences and heavy fines.  Engaging in illicit sexual conduct with children or using or disseminating child pornography in a foreign country is a crime, prosecutable in the United States.  For more information visit http:// travel.state.gov/travel/cis_pa_tw/cis/cis_1467.html. 

CHILDREN'S ISSUES:  For information on international adoption of children and international parental child abduction, see the Office of Children’s Issues website at http://www.travel.state.gov/family/family_1732.html. 

REGISTRATION / EMBASSY LOCATION: Americans living or traveling in Nicaragua are encouraged to register with the nearest U.S. Embassy or Consulate through the State Department’s travel registration website, https://travelregistration.state.gov, and to obtain updated information on travel and security within Nicaragua. Americans without Internet access may register directly with the nearest U.S. Embassy or Consulate. By registering, American citizens make it easier for the Embassy or Consulate to contact them in case of emergency. 

The U.S. Embassy is located at Kilometer 4 1/2 (4.5) Carretera Sur, Managua; telephone (505) 266-6010 or 268-0123; after hours telephone (505) 266-6038; Consular Section fax (505) 266-9943; E-mail: consularmanagua@state.gov Web page: http://nicaragua.usembassy.gov. 
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