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DEMOCRATIC BACKSLIDING AND 
AUTOCRATIZATION: THE POLITICAL EFFECTS 
OF THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC IN NICARAGUA 
AND VENEZUELA  1

The crisis provoked by the novel coronavirus (SARS-CoV-2) pandemic 
causing the COVID-19, has added a further burden to weakened 

democracies around the world, especially in Latin America. The cases of 
democracy decline in Nicaragua and Venezuela exemplify the instability of 
their democratic institutions, and the accelerated autocratization process 
amidst the profound economic crises that both countries are going through. 
Nonetheless, the populist regimes of Daniel Ortega and Nicolás Maduro are 
doubling down on their power grip, weaponizing the lack of access to health 
care and utilities, as they coerce a vulnerable population, using repression 
and political persecution to prevent social mobilizations. Our work explores 
the intersections of populism and autocratization during states of emergency 
(Lührmann, Rooney, 2020) and how the COVID-19 pandemic is pushing a 
weakened democracy to advance in its path to autocratization (Lührmann, 
A.; Edgell, Amanda B.; Maerz, Seraphine F., 2020), through the analysis of 
Varieties of Democracy indicators: Liberal Democracy Index, Electoral 
Democracy Index, Participatory Democracy Index for Nicaragua and 
Venezuela. In our preliminary findings, the risks of backsliding increase as 
these regimes deepen their control to prevent social mobilization efforts, 
making the prospects for a democratic transition highly improbable in the 
near future.
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DEMOCRATIC CONSTRUCTION IN 
LATIN AMERICA 
NICARAGUA 
The democratic transition in Nicaragua began with the cessation of the civil 
war (1982-1990), which succeeded the overthrow of Anastasio Somoza in 
1979. Daniel Ortega, of the Sandinista National Liberation Front (FSLN), a 
member of the Junta who assumed power upon the fall of the dictator, he 
was elected president in 1984. Like other Latin American rulers, Ortega 
made continuous efforts to maintain power, facing successive defeats in 
1990 at the hands of Violeta Chamorro, then in 1996 against Arnoldo 
Alemán and in 2001 before Enrique Bolaños. It was not until 2006 when 
Ortega returned to power, followed by electoral victories in 2011, and the 
most recent in 2016, with which he has achieved firm control over the 
country's institutions. 
 
The role of the FSLN in the overthrow of Somoza (1979) started a new type 
of authoritarianism with the Sandinista Revolution. Once seized by 
democratic means, Ortega successfully directed his efforts towards the 
construction of an institutional framework that would allow him to increase 
his control over power, as Feinberg points out, co-opting the legislative and 
judicial powers, as well as manipulating the electoral processes , allowing it 
to consolidate broad power across public institutions (2018: 3). Ortega's 
maneuvers allowed him, on the one hand, to sustain the discourse of social 
justice as part of the political capital built in the FSLN, while, on the other 
hand, he cultivated relations with organized social actors: the business 
sector, the unions, and the Catholic Church, deploying a client policy that 
allowed it to overcome internal differences within the FSNL, while building its 
own support system (2018: 4). 
 
In the case of Nicaragua, the confluence of limited legitimacy occurs as a 
result of weak institutions that have been corrupted by the unlimited reach 
that Ortega has had by using faulty elections to stay in power. The 
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progressive erosion of political institutions was evident in 2016, when 
monitoring of electoral observation was not allowed, and members of the 
opposition were removed from Congress, and they were also prohibited from 
running for elected office. On the other hand, another aspect that has 
contributed to the deinstitutionalization of the country has been the growing 
prominence of the Ortega family in leading the country, offering similarities 
with the family of the ousted dictator Somoza, both in corruption and in 
nepotism. 
 
The Ortega regime also followed in Somoza's footsteps, making repression 
and political persecution recurring practices. The April 2018 crisis, after the 
attempted reform of the pension system, unleashed one of the worst political 
crises in the country since the 1980s, according to the Economist 
Intelligence Unit's 2018 Democracy Index (EIU, 2019: 22). Despite 
backtracking on reform plans, the massive wave of protests across the 
country did not stop, forcing Ortega to deploy repressive and paramilitary 
forces against the population demanding broad political reforms, led by the 
Civic Alliance for Justice and Democracy, a coalition of students, peasants, 
civil society and businessmen, who managed to force a short-lived national 
dialogue with the Ortega government, under the mediation of the 
Nicaraguan Catholic Church.

The repression did not stop, on the contrary, it intensified with an unfortunate 
balance of almost 300 deaths due to the use of force by pro-government and 
paramilitary groups, more than 500 political prisoners, and numerous human 
rights violations documented by non-governmental organizations. , local and 
international. The United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights, 
Michelle Bachelet, in her report to the General Assembly, reported on the 
allegations of torture of protesters, killings, and violations of freedom of 
expression and information in Nicaragua, noting that the system The justice 
system has not been guarantor of the application of sanctions in violation of 
human rights, while the government has disrespected the agreement to 
strengthen the rights of citizens (2019). 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Ortega had the support of a very generous political ally in his mission to 
keep the population under his rule: the Hugo Chávez regime. Nicaragua 
benefited from the financial support that the Chavista Revolution provided to 
its Central American allies through PetroCaribe, allowing Ortega to direct 
funds for social welfare programs, helping him in his efforts to reduce 
poverty and increase income. Dependence on this program has been so 
significant that the decline in Venezuelan financial support to Nicaragua is 
among the causes of the social crisis after the announcement of the social 
security reform. 
 
Ortega's authoritarian turn has added pressure to the decline in the 
performance of democracy in Latin America. The problems related to 
corruption and human rights violations have stripped the country of the 
progress made in the democratization process, going from a hybrid regime 
to an electoral autocracy (Mechkova, Lührmann, Lindberg, 2017: 163) since 
year 2012 (Lührmann et al., 2019).

VENEZUELA 

In the group of countries with a consolidated democracy before the third 
wave, was Venezuela. After the overthrow of the dictator Marcos Pérez 
Jiménez in 1958, overcoming the disagreements that led the country 
towards that dictatorial experience, the main actors of the Venezuelan 
political system joined forces to sign the Puntofijo Pact, thus laying the 
foundations for Venezuelan democracy. The agreement represented the 
establishment of the rules that would guide the establishment of the political 
order, in a commitment to consolidate a regime of liberties in opposition to 
the construction of new political hegemonies. The economic conditions of 
the country, where oil income was the driving factor, gave rise to a model of 
state relations, which Juan C. Rey defined as the Populist Conciliation 
System, the network of a plurality of social, economic and political interests. 
Based on the abundance of economic resources, a low level (simplicity) of 
the demands and the capacity of political organizations (parties and civil 
associations) to channel the demands, they allowed a significant stage of 
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political stability. (Rey, 1998: 292) 
 
According to Kornblith (1996), the crisis of the rentier model, in which oil had 
been the basis of the main productive activity and the most important source 
of income, generated serious criticism of a hyperactive state (welfare state) 
that through The utilitarian links stimulated the adherence of the society to 
the system, with the commitment to lead towards a transition where the 
valuation mechanisms would prevail. However, these expectations were 
displaced by the established clientelist culture, based on the strengthening 
of party politics, replacing the Party-State, as defined by Brewer-Carías 
(1988). In 1984 the Presidential Commission for State Reform (COPRE) was 
created, in an attempt to offer the vision of a modern country for which it was 
essential to have the support of all sectors of national life, defining a model 
of the State democratic and inclusive. This was a broad effort, which 
expressed the intention to redefine the path, but lacked the political will to 
implement all the transformations proposed by the reform. 
 
The first expressions of the deterioration of the political system occurred 
between 1989 and 1992; first, with the social explosion of February and 
March 1989, known as the "Caracazo", initiating a social mobilization with 
political effects. In February and November 1992, two attempts at a military 
coup took place, setting the stage for an unexpected political crisis that was 
no longer avoidable. The reactions of the political system were weak, given 
the severity of the ongoing crisis. The political-administrative 
decentralization process started in 1990 was interpreted as an extreme 
reaction, an emergency measure in response to the impact of the political 
crisis. The reality turned out to be much more complex than the Venezuelan 
political class estimated, that immersed in a crisis of representativeness, the 
society sent a clear message to its political leadership, surprised by their 
demands. Hugo Chávez's arrival in 1998 was the consequence of years of 
low democratic performance. 
 
Chávez's efforts were aimed at transforming the institutional model in force 
since 1961, progressively dismantling the representation scheme sustained 
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in the relationship between society and political parties. The construction of 
a parallel State facilitated the deconstruction process of the social fabric that 
was consolidated under the puntofijista model. With Chávez, the State was 
militarized through the government, making the borders between the two 
less and less visible. The branches of public power became instruments, 
first of Chávez, and then of Nicolás Maduro, his successor. The 
judicialization of political decisions has not only disfigured the autonomy of 
the judiciary but has also nullified the institutional capacity of the legislative 
branch. The electoral processes have been confiscated by the government 
in an open way, thanks to the accompaniment of the judicial decisions that 
have banned almost all the democratic opposition, and the political 
persecution that has been reducing the opposition political leadership. The 
democratic Opposition, despite the efforts, with successes and errors, has 
been overtaken by military support, and the use of repression by police and 
paramilitary organizations, thereby contributing to the weakening of its role. 
 
The democratic deterioration of Venezuela is the result of a process of 
institutional dismantling that had the support of the oil economic boom, being 
in turn used for the export of the 'Bolivarian Revolution', financing a support 
network for the democratic deterioration of the country. In the stage of its 
decline towards autocratization, led by Maduro, far from rectifying the 
course, institutional weaknesses have been accentuated, causing the most 
serious humanitarian crisis in recent years in Latin America (FH, 2019: 9). 
Maduro's political decisions have contributed to the impoverishment and 
deterioration of the quality of life of citizens, condemning the country to 
isolation as a consequence of the sanctions to which his government and 
the oil industry have been subjected, which, although it was already quite 
reduced, with the fall in oil prices it has been destroyed. Maduro has chosen 
to deepen the conflict, accompanying Nicaragua in the group of countries 
classified as electoral autocracies (Mechkova, Lührmann, Lindberg, 2017: 
163).
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DE-DEMOCRATIZATION AND 
AUTHORITARIAN CONSOLIDATION IN 
LATIN AMERICA 
DEMOCRATIC EROSION 
The process we are witnessing in both countries is the progressive 
dismantling of the democratic structure through institutional maneuvering. In 
the words of Bogaards, this is de-democratization: “democratic erosion”, 
“backsliding”, and “regression”, to facilitate a direct comparison with 
democratization. Dedemocratization indicates a starting point, democracy, 
and a direction, less democracy. It makes no assumptions about causes, 
conditions, and culprits, nor about speed, extent, and end-point” (2018). The 
sudden crisis sparked by the pandemic has undoubtedly given Ortega and 
Maduro an opportunity to further their autocratic agendas.

The economies of both countries are in a precarious situation, Nicaragua 
ranks second in poverty on the continent, with a tendency to worsen as a 
consequence of the impact of COVID-19. For its part, Venezuela faces a 
gigantic economic crisis, as well as a political one, causing the largest 
exodus ever recorded in Latin America. Both countries face the challenge of 
responding to a pandemic that threatens to expose their precarious health 
care infrastructure. That it is ‘revolutionary’ governments that have allowed - 
through negligence or incompetence - that their public health systems have 
deteriorated to the point of being unable to meet the needs of the population, 
is a clear expression of the failure of said political agenda. However, despite 
the ideological coincidence, and the political solidarity between the two 
rulers, Ortega and Maduro have responded to the SARS-CoV-2 pandemic 
causing COVID-19 in the opposite way.

Once the pandemic was declared by the World Health Organization on 
March 11, 2020, Maduro decreed a permanent health emergency, a political 
measure that is not strange to the country, ordering the country to go into 
quarantine, including border closures, reinforcing compliance with the 
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measure with the deployment of security forces to guarantee the protection 
of the population. Ortega, for his part, and unlike his handling of the crisis 
due to the outbreak of the H1N1 influenza in 2009, has faced the 
coronavirus crisis without taking exceptional measures, which has brought 
him criticism from civil society, human rights organizations and Multilateral 
organizations such as the Pan American Health Organization, warning that 
the lack of epidemiological control measures would be putting the 
population, especially the most vulnerable, in danger.

Despite the speed of the measures, Maduro has not been able to escape 
criticism from the health sector, from which warnings have been issued 
about the lack of transparency in the epidemiological record, a policy that 
the regime has practiced for years. The Academy of Physical, Mathematical 
and Natural Sciences has warned the country of the devastating 
consequences of the coronavirus on a vulnerable population, without access 
to medical care, in a situation of food insecurity, and without basic services 
such as drinking water and electricity, aggravating with the centralization of 
the government in case follow-up and opacity in the handling of information.

In Nicaragua, the Ortega government continues to underestimate the 
severity of the pandemic, increasing the risk of massive contagion in a 
country without access to public services, endangering not only its 
population, but also the rest of the region, considering the porosity. from the 
country's borders. The risks given the economic situation and the precarious 
healthcare infrastructure have been pointed out by the medical union in 
Nicaragua, alerting the sub-registry of infections due to the centralization of 
diagnostic tests and results.

Even though there are differences in the political treatment of the pandemic, 
both regimes have taken advantage of the crisis to continue with the 
repression and the threats against those who question the government. 
Ortega has avoided taking measures that affect the economy, in an attempt 
to appear normal, through tight control over health professionals and the 
dissemination of figures on the effects of the coronavirus on the population, 
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as has Maduro, whose regime has threatened the scientific community for 
issuing technical reports on the seriousness of the situation, where the 
official management of the pandemic is questioned. In mid-May, Maduro 
issued an extension of the State Decree of Alarm, which, in the opinion of 
some human rights organizations, has been an opportunity for his 
government to deepen the persecution and harassment of his political 
opponents.

The path that both governments have taken in their treatment of the public 
health crisis differs in recognizing the pandemic. However, where Ortega 
and Maduro coincide, it is in the use of power and repression as a form of 
social containment for a vulnerable population and at low risk due to the 
irresponsible handling of two populist governments undergoing a severe 
economic crisis, under sanctions that prevent them receive financial aid, with 
the constant threat of a social explosion due to the precarious living 
conditions and human rights abuses of its populations. The scenarios 
handled by civil organizations warn of the inevitable increase in cases and 
the inadequacy of the health infrastructure in both countries.

The World Health Organization has indicated that in Latin America the 
number of cases is increasing rapidly, anticipating an aggravation of the 
crisis that will surely collapse the health services. The limitations in 
Nicaragua and Venezuela guarantee that the crisis will be unmanageable, 
with the aggravating return of emigrants to Venezuela, and the drop in 
remittances in both economies, which, from the Inter-American Development 
Bank, are expected to have devastating effects on Haiti, Nicaragua. and 
Venezuela.

The outlook is discouraging, not only due to the social impact of the 
pandemic, but also given the deepening of the authoritarian vocation the 
regimes of Ortega and Maduro have shown, who, adopting contrary 
measures, continue to subject their respective populations through 
repression and political persecution, to living conditions bordering on the 
inhuman, avoiding the attempt of domestic actors and the international 
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community to mitigate the suffering and hardship of their populations. A 
democratic solution to the political crises in Nicaragua and Venezuela is not 
in sight, but what is clear is that the process of autocratization in both 
regimes is in good health.

VARIETIES OF DEMOCRACY 
INDICATORS2

LIBERAL DEMOCRACY INDEX
The liberal principle of democracy emphasizes the importance of protecting 
individual and minority rights against the tyranny of the state and the tyranny 
of the majority. The liberal model takes a ~negative~ view of political power 
insofar as it judges the quality of democracy by the limits placed on 
government. This is achieved by constitutionally protected civil liberties, 
strong rule of law, an independent judiciary, and effective checks and 
balances that, together, limit the exercise of executive power. To make this a 
measure of liberal democracy, the index also takes the level of electoral 
democracy into account.

 Varieties of Democracy (V-Dem) Project. https://doi.org/10.23696/vdemds202
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ELECTORAL DEMOCRACY INDEX
The electoral principle of democracy seeks to embody the core value of 
making rulers responsive to citizens, achieved through electoral competition 
for the electorate's approval under circumstances when suffrage is 
extensive; political and civil society organizations can operate freely; 
elections are clean and not marred by fraud or systematic irregularities; and 
elections affect the composition of the chief executive of the country. In 
between elections, there is freedom of expression and an independent 
media capable of presenting alternative views on matters of political 
relevance. In the V-Dem conceptual scheme, electoral democracy is 
understood as an essential element of any other conception of 
representative democracy --- liberal, participatory, deliberative, egalitarian, 
or some other.
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PARTICIPATORY DEMOCRACY INDEX 
The participatory principle of democracy emphasizes active participation by 
citizens in all political processes, electoral and non-electoral. It is motivated 
by uneasiness about a bedrock practice of electoral democracy: delegating 
authority to representatives. Thus, direct rule by citizens is preferred, 
wherever practicable. This model of democracy thus takes suffrage for 
granted, emphasizing engagement in civil society organizations, direct 
democracy, and subnational elected bodies. To make it a measure of 
participatory democracy, the index also takes the level of electoral 
democracy into account.
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