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Nicaragua is ‘Home’ to Expats of All Interests
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President Daniel Ortega, Hall has witnessed a 
lot of changes in the country. 

“In the 1980s, you didn’t see people at 
the traffic lights begging, washing windows 
or selling things. People were doing produc-
tive work or were mobilized in the defense 
effort,” she said. “It’s been a huge shock to see 
this go from a country that was impover-
ished but with dignity to a country full of 
street children and beggars side by side with 
fancy supermarkets.”

Hall, who lives in Managua and works as 
a coordinator for the Quaker organization 
ProNica, has watched subsequent waves of 
expats roll into Nicaragua over the years, in 
particular the “missionaries, business people, 
retirees and Peace Corps/USAID folks who 
all starting dribbling in around the mid- to 
late ‘90s”.  

She is also heavily involved with The 
Casa Ben Linder, a charity space for 
Nicaraguan groups that she describes as “the 
physical heart of the U.S. solidarity move-
ment in Nicaragua.” 

Hall says she is continually impressed by 
the young activists who still come to 
Nicaragua, despite the fact many were born 
after the revolution. 

“Nicaragua still represents something to 
them even though they didn’t experience 
[the revolution] directly,” she said.

Will Burke, 36, a Chicago native who 
runs an business exporting fruit, nuts and 
coffee, says he fell into Nicaragua accidently 
in 1998. After failing to find a teaching job in 
Chile, he settled on Nicaragua mostly because 
of the low cost of living and his enthusiasm 
for windsurfing. 

“I couldn’t find much information about 
Nicaragua on the Internet at that time, so I 
had to go to my local public library to learn 
more about my future new home,” he said. 

Burke, who now divides his time between 
Managua and Colorado, says there’s been an 
“exponential growth of expatriates” over the 
past 12 years, and equally impressive changes 
in tourism, investment, infrastructure and 
business opportunities. 

“In 1998, I craned my head every time I 
saw a foreigner out and about. It seemed 
there were so few of us at the time, that the 
community was really tight-knit,” he said. “I 
felt that way about the whole country.”

Another foreigner who slid into expatri-
ate life unexpectedly is Albertus Valkenburg, 
31, from the Netherlands. Valkenburg, who 
lives in León and is co-owner of Tierra Tours 
tour operator, said he came here as a student 
and the expatriate thing “more or less hap-
pened to me.” 

“While time passed, I started Tierra Tours 
together with Alvaro Arana in 2003. It quick-
ly became a success, which made it worth-
while to stay,” he said. “Before I realized it, I 
had been living here for years, had my own 
business, a relationship and friends.”

Although Valkenburg doesn’t consider 
himself part of any “expat scene” in León, he 
describes his life here as healthy and inte-
grated.  Of fellow expats, he says, “We know 
each other, have a beer, chat on the street. 
But mainly I hang out with local friends, 
family”. 

Valkenburg says infrastructure has 
improved, but a lot of the old political, social 
and economic problems remain.

“Poverty, corruption and bad education 
are still key points to be solved,” he said. 
“There’s still a lot to be changed. I feel that 
Nicaragua has become more criminal and 
aggressive, but also more critical, with strong 
youth and human-rights movements.”

Many people are still drawn to Nicaragua 
as a place where they feel they can help make 
positive change. Pauline Jackson, 60, is a full 
time volunteer who since 2005 has directed 
the La Esperanza organization in Granada, a 
non-governmen-
tal group focused 
on children’s 
education in 
extremely poor 
areas. 

Although she 
is a long way 
from her native 
Australia, for her 
the motivation 
for living here is simple. 

“I decided that I would rather work for 
nothing as a volunteer doing work I could 
dedicate myself to and enjoy, rather than 
work for money doing something I have no 
real enthusiasm for,” she said.

For many expats, Nicaragua represents a 
refreshing change of lifestyle.

Justin Fahey, 33, a Boston native who 
moved to the coastal hub of San Juan Del Sur 
in 2006, came looking for just such a 
change.  

“Before I came to Nicaragua I had six 

bosses and a cubicle.  I worked indoors on 
the phone all day and couldn’t wait to go 
home and go to bed,” he said. 

So when a hometown friend opened 
Aurora Beachfront Realty in San Juan del 

Sur, Fahey’s opportunity for  change arrived. 
“He kept calling and offering me work, 

telling me about the beaches and the fun,” 
Fahey remembers.  So he took a scouting trip 
to Nicaragua with his girlfriend and the deci-
sion was made. After working for another 
year at home and getting hitched, Justin and 
his wife Sarah made the move. 

Removed from the noise and politics of 
Managua, San Juan del Sur has become one 
of the most popular spots for foreigners to 
settle here. Fahey describes the scene as posi-

Different Strokes for Different Folks: Nicaragua is a lot of things to a lot of people, as exemplified by the diversity of the 
expats who now call this country home. Clockwise from top left, Albertus Valkenburg in León, Pauline Jackson in Granada, 
Justin Fahey and wife Sarah in San Juan del Sur, Will Burke and his wife on the beach, and Lillian Hall in Managua.

tive and improving.
“Back when the original real-estate boom 

hit, you had a certain number of speculators 
and individuals coming down who really 
couldn’t care less about the town.  Now 

today I feel most 
people living here are 
enjoying themselves 
while being mindful 
of the greater good of 
the community,” he 
said. “Everyone gets 
along well for the 
most part and I 
believe it’s a tribute 
to how cool the 
Nicaraguan people 

are here in San Juan.”
After several years in Nicaragua, the sun 

of San Juan del Sur appears to have melted 
the Boston chill from Fahey’s bones. His out-
look for the country is overwhelmingly posi-
tive. 

“Nicaraguans thrive on political debate, 
jokes, baseball, and good food.  Their hope is 
undying and their sense of family and com-
munity is inspiring,” he says. “With contin-
ued investment in infrastructure and devel-
opment of tourism and agribusiness, the 
future of Nicaragua looks bright.”n

    “Before I came to Nicaragua, I had six bosses and a cubicle. 
      I worked indoors on the phone all day and couldn’t 

wait to go home and go to bed.”

–Justin Fahey, 33, living in San Juan del Sur since 2006


