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ABSTRACT

THE MIGRATORY RESPONSE TO A NATIONAL DISASTER:
THE 1972 MANAGUAN EARTHQUAKE

By

Kevin Francis Byrnes

The balance of economic and social opportunity has
favored urban development in Latin America for many years.
Increasingly, however, the growth of large metropolitan
areas has been viewed as a problem in those developing
nations which are struggling to provide adequate education,
employment, health care, and foodstuffs for this rapidly-
expanding population. To a large extent, this growth is
due to rural-urban migration flows which carry poor, ill-
iterate rural area residents and unemployed villagers into
the primate city. In this process, the rural migrant's
perception of both opportunities and the quality of life
of the urban environments are important considerations to
understand a major force which is shaping the future of the
developing world.

The purpose of this study is two-fold; first, to de-
termine the validity of certain generalizations regarding
the stage migration process in the context of Managua as
a Central American primate city and, second, to describe
and explain the migration systems, both pre- and post-
earthquake, of four secondary cities located near Managua

to determine what effect the disaster may have had on the
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attractiveness of these cities as intervening opportunities
in the Managua migration system.

An historical review of the urban development of
Nicaragua shows that colonial centralization policies con-
tributed to the evolution of Managua as a primate city.
Despite numerous occurrences of severe earthquakes, the
city continued to grow, and the establishment of the strong,
autocratic administration of the Somoza family enhanced the
concentration of wealth and power in the national capital.

Statistical analysis of survey data collected after
the disaster and provided by government authorities shows
that the pre-earthquake migration system fits the classic
stage migration pattern. Migrants tended to leave secondary
cities for Managua, while they were replaced by in-migrants
from rural areas. The only trace of direct rural-urban
migration into the capital occurred from those rural areas
adjacent to Managua. Unlike a similar study of Guatemala
City, there is little indication that the stage migration
process has broken down in more recent years.

After the earthquake, among those factors which were
important in explaining the choice of resettlement location
were distance from Managua, the presence of family relations
at the point of destination, and the importance of economic
considerations to the refugee migrant.

The pervasive nature of the stage migration process
as seen in both the primate and secondary migration systems

suggests that Managua has attained a threshold size and
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importance which may sustain continued high growth rates
despite government attempts to de-centralize the urban pop-
ulation. Rural migrants are still seeking local secondary
city destinations in preference to the national capital,
thereby demonstrating a normal stage migration pattern.
However, if Managua continues to grow without taking mea-
sures to decentralize the national economy among several
growth pole areas, the capital may become an intervening
opportunity in the migration system of many secondary
cities and be inundated by a flood of rural migrants seek-

ing "the good life."
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CHAPTER I

INTRODUCTION

Over the past decade, the urbanization of the
world's population has attracted considerable attention
from scholars and politicians, alike. The growth of large
metropolitan urban areas is traced often to the economic
advantages of this settlement pattern. Large cities pro-
vide economies-of-scale attractive to manufacturers seeking
a source of labor and a market for their product. More-
over, location in a major city is important to minimize
the costs of distance between the point of production and
the market place. Additionally, large cities support spec-
ialized services and higher-order goods.

On the other hand, urban primacy can have deleterious
effects as well. The domination of a nation's economy by
a primate city may lead to a form of "internal colonialism"
(Stavenhagen, 1970, p. 257). 1In such an instance, a dualis-
tic economy develops in which the rich urbanites prosper at
the expeﬁse of the rural sector.

National development policies which blindly favor or
encourage the rapid growth of primate cities and high rates
of urbanization without careful planning, can result in un-

desirable conditions. In both developed and developing



countries, primate cities can be characterized as sprawl-
ing, chaotic, congested urban centers wherein the provi-

sion and extension of goods and services to residents of

the city may occur by opting either for higher social or

economic costs or both. For example, the early decision

to develop and encourage the use of public transportation
facilities would have far-reaching impact on the over-all
social and economic costs of providing transportation in

urban areas.

Another area in which pro-urban development policies
can have important impact is that of housing. Inadequate
housing conditions appear prevalent in most primate cities.
The processes which affect the location and growth of these
sub-standard housing areas may differ greatly, but their
residents share certain common characteristics. Here fam-
ilies tend to have lower incomes, lower levels of education,
and, in some areas, higher crime rates than for the city as
a whole. Frequently the residents of lower-class housing
are victims of a social or cultural system which discrimin-
ates against those less able to compete favorably in the
capitalistic labor market.

Since World War II, the United States has experienced
a phenoménon often referred to as the "flight to the sub-
urbs," which has had significant effects on the social and
economic characteristics of many major cities. After the
war, economic conditions favored the wide-spread growth of

suburban residential communities. 1In time, commercial and



industrial site planners found it advantageous to move

out to the suburbs where they could attract a skilled
labor force and cater to the growing suburban consumer
market. As the suburbs prospered, the central cities
suffered an economic decline with the loss of businesses,
industry, and population. The slow erosion of the tax
base resulting from this exodus caused the development of
"urban blight," or the creation of urban slums in the cen-
tral city.

Conversely, in developing countries, the flight from
the rural sector and small towns has determined, in part,
the residential, commercial, and industrial location pat-
terns of the urban centers. Due primarily to the influx
of migrants, many urban areas are growing faster than the
urban economy can absorb their increasing population. The
reasons for this major rural-urban movement are many, but
most are attributed to conditions in the origin and des-
tination areas for the migrant families. Factors "pushing"
residents out of rural areas include poor sanitary condi-
tions and inadequate health care facilities, natural haz-
ards (drought, flood, and earthquake), rural isolation,
low agricultural productivity, stagnation of the local
economy and repressive social customs in some traditional
rural societies. The larger urban areas, on the other
hand, offer health care and educational facilities; cen-
tralized markets, offering a broad range of goods and ser-

vices; urban employment opportunities and the comparative



security of the urban areas in countries where rural
violence may be common. What the migrants may find in
the primate cities, to the outside observer, may seem no
better than what they left behind, but in their own minds,

the primate city is "where the action is."

The Process of Urbanization

One of the most significant processes shaping today's
world is the rapid urbanization of the world's population.
This process is very important in the developing areas of
the world where countries strive to establish urban and
technological societies modeled after those of North Amer-
ica and Western Europe. The proportion of population for
major regions of the world which can be classified as urban,
varies from 22.7 percent in South Asia to 76.5 percent in

North America (Table 1). Latin America ranks fifth (60.1%),

Table 1. Urban and Rural Population Distributions for the
World and Major Areas, 1975

Urban Rural Percentage of
Area Population Population Urban in Total
(Millions) (Millions) Population

1975 1975 1975
World Total 1,548 2,439 38.8
Europe 318 156 67.1
USSR : 154 101 60.5
Northern America 181 56 76.5
Oceania 15 6 71.2
South Asia 288 980 22.7
East Asia 199 706 20.8
Africa 96 305 24.0
Latin America 196 130 60.1

Source: Adapted by author from: United Nations, The World
Population Situation in 1970-1975 and its Long-Range
Implications, Population Studies, No. 56, p. 33.




very close to the Soviet Union (60.5%).

However, Latin America's relatively high level of
urbanization is a recent occurrence. From 1960 to 1970,
Africa and Latin America had the highest regional urban
growth rates in the world (Table 2.). However, official

Table 2. Estimated Annual Percentage Rates of Growth in
Total Urban and Rural Population, 1960-1970 and

1970-1975
Total Urban Rural
Population Population Population
Area
1960~ 1970-| 1960- 1970-| 1960- 1970-
1970 1975 1970 1975 1970 1975
World Total 1.9 1.9 3.0 3.0 1.4 1.3
More developed
regions 1.0 0.9 2.1 2.0 -0.6 -0.9
Less developed
regions 2.3 2.4 4.1 4.2 1.8 1.7
Europe 0.8 0.6 1.6 1.4 -0.6 -0.8
USSR 1.3 100 2.7 203 —0-4 -009
Northern
America 1.3 0.9 1.9 1.5 -0.4 -1.0
Oceania 2.1 2.0 2.7 2.4 1.0 1.1
South Asia 2.5 2.6 4.1 4.3 2.1 2.2
East Asia 1.6 1.6 3.3 4.0 1.2 0.7
Africa 2.6 2.7 4.8 4.9 2.1 2.0
Latin America 2.7 2.7 4.3 3.9 1.3 1.1

Source: United Nations Population Study No. 56, p. 34.

estimates for the period from 1970 to 1975 demonstrate a
decided change, inasmuch as urban growth in Latin America

appears to be slowing. While Africa continues to lead and,



in fact, has shown an increase in the rate of urbanization,
Latin America has been replaced by East and South Asia,
where the population of the rural sector is much larger.
The future for these developing regions may be one of
phenomenal urban growth, unparalleled in modern history.
However, this rapid growth has not occurred equally
for all urban areas in developing countries. The primate
cities; e.g., the cities of over one million inhabitants,
have been growing at an accelerated rate (Table 3).
Table 3. Number and Population of Million-Cities, and

Percentage of Total Population in Million-Cities,
1960 and 1975, in the World and Major Areas

Number of Population of Percentage of
. . S ey Total Population
Million- Million-Cities . : .
Area Cities (Millions) in Million-
Cities
1960 1975 1960 1975 1960 1975
World Total| 109 191 272 516 9.1 12.8
More

developed

regions 64 90 173 251 17.7 21.9
Less

developed

regions 45 101 99 265 4.9 9
Europe 31 37 73 93 17.3 19.3
USSR 5 12 13 25 6.1 9.7
Northern-

America 18 30 52 80 26.2 32.9
Oceania 2 2 4 6 24.7 26.9
South Asia 16 34 32 88 3.7 6.8
East Asia 23 45 60 131 7.7 12.9
Africa 3 10 6 22 2.4 5.5
Latin

America 11 21 31 71 14.5 21.9

Source: U.N. Population Study No. 56, p. 36.



During the period 1960 to 1975, the percentage of Latin
America's population which lived in these metropolises in-
creased from 14.5 percent to 21.9 percent of the total re-
gional population.

While the primate cities appear to be the focus of
the urbanization process, the growth in urban population is
due to several causes. High rates of natural increase can
cause some areas to achieve urban classification, based on
a minimum total population, between the taking of two cen-
suses. Also, high rates of in-migration may cause a tre-
mendous increase in a smaller city's population between
census counts. Furthermore, the actual population growth
of a city, due to natural increase and migration, may re-
sult in the expansion of the physical boundaries of the
city with the addition of the residents of the annexed
areas to the urban population.

As might be expected, there is substantial variation
in the levels and rates of urbanization of the countries
which make up a region. Within Latin America, the popula-
tion characteristics of the twenty-six nations illustrate
a complete demographic variety, from countries in the first
stages of the "demographic transition" to countries which
apéear té have completed this demographic cycle (Table 4.).
This "demographic transition" model, commonly used to illus-
trate a country's population growth, describes the move
from a balance of high birth and death rates to one of low

birth and death rates.



Table 4. Latin America: Demographic Indicators, 1960-1975

. Urban Population
Population Growth as Those of Total
(Annual Average p lati
Population Rate) opulation
(Percentage)
Country 1972
(millions)
1960- 1970-1975 1970 1975
1970 (projected) (projected)
Argentina 23.9 1.4 1.3 77.4 79.9
Bahamas 0.2 4.4 e 51.9 53.5
Barbados 0.2 0.3 0.5 43.5 45.3
Bolivia 5.2 2.4 2.5 34.6 37.2
Brazil 98.9 2.9 2.9 55.0 59.4
Chile 10.0 2.4 1.8 76.8 80.0
Colombia 22.5 3.3 3.2 57.1 61.6
Costa Rica 1.8 3.3 2.8 36.3 37.8
Cuba 8.8 2.0 2.1 58.9 61.2
Dominican
Republic 4.3 3.2 3.3 39.7 43.9
Ecuador 6.5 3.4 3.3 38.7 41.7
El Salvador 3.8 3.4 3.2 38.7 40.1
Grenada 0.1 1.9 cee ceee cees
Guatemala 5.4 2.9 3.0 33.5 34.8
Guyana 0.8 2.8 2.2 31.7 33.5
Haiti 5.1 2.4 2.5 19.1 21.2
Honduras 2.7 3.1 3.5 26.8 29.2
Jamaica 1.9 1.5 1.5 37/0. 40.9
Mexico 52.9 3.3 3.3 59.3 63.1
Nicaragua 2.0 3.0 3.3 45.2 48.1
Panama 1.5 3.0 2.8 48.1 51.4
Paraguay 2.6 2.5 3.2 36.8 38.3
Peru 14.5 2.9 3.0 53.8 57.1
Trinidad
and
Tobago 1.0 1.3 1.1 24.1 25.1
Uruguay 3.0 2.2 1.2 79.9 82.6
Venezuela 11.0 3.3 3.0 78.8 82.6

Source: United Nations, 1974 Report on the World Social
Situation, Department of Economic and Social
Affairs, p. 36.




The Colonial History and Urban
Growth of Latin America

When the Spanish arrived in the New World, they
encountered four major advanced Indian civilizations. 1In
the central highlands of Mexico were the Aztecs, while the
Mayan civilization were found in the Guatemalan highlands
and the Yucatan Peninsula. The Incan society was discov-
ered by the Spanish, isolated in the high Andes of Peru
and Bolivia. The Chibchas, of somewhat lesser significance,
were located in the highlands of the Eastern Cordillera of
Colombia.

These Indian civilizations developed in the highland
basins to escape the tropical diseases endemic to the low-
lands. In the mountains they found rich mineral resources,
including malleable precious metals and brilliant jewels
from which they fashioned various artifacts, including
adornments, tools and symbols of their religious beliefs.
The highland basins provided ample land for agriculture
and the Indians prospered with the development of their
indigenous agricultural technology.

The Spanish arrived in small exploring parties to
claim all the lands which they had "acquired" as the domin-
ion of the Spanish Crown under the provisions of the Treaty
of Tordesillas, signed with Portugal in 1494. To Indian
tribes that accepted colonial domination, they offered
trinkets, Christianity, and the protection of the Spanish
Crown. For those opposed to their rule, they countered

with their advanced military strength.
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In the aftermath of the wars fought to achieve
Spanish colonial domination, the conquerors superimposed
a colonial urban hierarchy and transportation network over
the existing Indian structures. James notes that the dis-
tribution of the Indians was the most important single
factor which determined the centers of the Spanish con-
quest (1969, p. 16). Within the empire, colonial cities
developed with specific functions. Some were administra-
tive centers, like Mexico City, Lima, Guatemala City,
Quito, and Bogota. Others were important transshipment
centers, such as the ports of Cartagena, San Juan, Santo
Domingo, and Acapulco; and trading centers such as Porto
Bello (Panama) and Guadalajara (Mexico).

Webb cites four aspects of the colonial period which
lend support to the development of primate cities in Latin
America (1972, p. 26). Colonial rule was highly central-
ized under the "audencia," a ruling body which combined
the functions of the executive, legislative and judicial
branches, all in one office. The pervasive nature of this
governing form has tended to discourage the de-centraliza-
tion of national governments and might be viewed as the
precedent for the establishment of dictatorships in place
of more democratic and de-centralized forms of government.
The Spanish also instituted a rigid class system to main-
tain their hold over the native subjects. To this day,
the impact of this strict class structure has brought re-

sistance in modern Latin society towards upward social
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mobility.

Additionally, the colonial rulers were able to cap-
italize on the control and influence which the Catholic
Church exerted over the Indians. Some observers of Latin
society theorize that this strong religious faith in an
institution which advocated obedience and respect for civil
authorities, served to dampen any feelings of revolt among
the Indians. Finally, the Spanish cononial mercantilist
economic system, based on the colonial power's monopolistic
control of all human and natural resources, fostered the
contemporary imbalance of trade which plagues many present
Latin American nations. The early practice of developing
only those resources which were of value for export has
caused the neglect of the local economy and the dependence
on imported finished products, further jeopordizing their

trade balance.

Background History of the Study Area

The colonial history of Nicaragua is full of intra-
regional conflict. From 1519 to 1523, Gil Gonzalez de
Avila led expeditions from Panama through Nicaragua, trav-
elling as far north as the Gulf of Fonseca. Upon his re-
turn, Pedrarias, the governor of Panama, sent Francisco
Hernandez de Cordoba and Hernando de Soto to establish
permanent settlements in Nicaragua. In 1524, this party
founded the city of Granada along the shores of Lake Nic-
aragua.1 Cordoba's men pressed northwestward and, in 1527

lSquier places the founding of Granada in 1522, rather
than 1524.
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established the city of Leon along the shores of Lake
Managua.2

Until the time of independence, the country was ad-
ministered by the captain-generalcy office in Guatemala
City. On September 15, 1821, the five Central American
colonial states declared their independence from Spain.
This action had two significant effects upon the political
climate of the region. Existing local rivalries within
each state were inflammed, while the governors of the five
states sought to maintain autonomous local rule in place
of some form of regional government. However, the five
states, namely, Guatemala, Honduras, El Salvador, Nicar-
agua, and Costa Rica, agreed to form a federal union of
Central American states, known as the "United Provinces of
Central America," with a constitition modeled after that
of the United States of America.

When representatives of the five states gathered in
Guatemala City to declare their independence, they also
debated the preferred form of government in a body called
the National Constituent Assembly. Within the Assembly
there were two major political factions, the "Liberales"
and the "Conservadores." The Liberals favored broad polit-
ical refbrms modeled after the philosophies of liberty and
equality which inspired the French and North American revo-

lutions. Within Nicaragua, the residents of Leon backed

2Leon was re-located to its present site in 1610.
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the Liberal movement, while the Conservatives, represent-
ing the interests of the clergy and landowners, found

strong support among the residents of Granada. The irrecon-
cilable differences between these groups ultimately led to

a civil war within the "United Provinces."

Indicative of the early prominence of the Liberal
party within the Union, Leon was selected as the first
national capital of Nicaragua. With the resurgence of the
Conservatives, however, the capital was taken out of Leon
after the Conservative army ransacked the Liberal capital
in 1845. Fearing possible reprisals, the Conservatives
began to centralize the governmental functions in Managua
and in 1855, Managua was recognized as the official capital
of Nicaragua.

Besides Leon, Granada, and Managua, several other
cities had developed by the mid-nineteenth century (Squier,
1858, p. 373). For example, Masaya, the second largest
city in the country, with a population in 1854 of 16,000
inhabitants, developed as an important Indian handicraft
and trade center. Further south, the small city of Rivas,
its early growth hampered by the scourges of the civil war
and several earthquake disasters, was another important
trading Eenter. Established after the founding of Granada
and Leon, Rivas provided an important link in the overland
trade route that extended southward to Panama. Also, Rivas
was centrally-located to an area densely-settled by Indians

and served as their marketing and trading center.
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Furthermore, it was conveniently located near the narrowest
part of the jgthmus between Lake Nicaragua and the Pacific
Ocean. It was here that the United States and the European
countries had envisioned the construction of the first
inter-oceanic canal to connect the Gulf of Mexico and the
Pacific Ocean (Squier, 1860, p. 657-691).

The city of Chinandega, with a mid-eighteenth century
population of 15,000, and its neighboring port city, Real-
ejo, grew rapidly during the years of the civil war when
Leon residents fled their homes. Chinandega continued to
grow as agricultural interests expanded along the western
coastal plain and cotton and sugar cane plantations sprang
up everywhere.

By 1850 most of the other cities of any size or im-
portance were located in the mountainous North Central re-
gion of the country. These cities included the provincial
capitals of Segovia and Matagalpa, and the mining "boom
towns" of Ocotal, Jalapa, Acoyapa, and Depilto (Figure 1).

The Growth of Managua: The
Evolution of a Primate City

Managua did not undergo any significant growth until
the late 1920's when the population regained its pre-
Columbian size of approximately 40,000 inhabitants (Kates,
1973, p. 8). The city was struck by a devastating earth-
quake in 1931 which, like the one which hit the capital in
1898, virtually destroyed it. Despite these setbacks, the

city continued to grow, and by 1940, it had a population of
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over 50,000 residents. The rapid growth of the capital

since that time is evidenced by the 1950 and 1963 national
censuses, which show that the Department of Managua exper-
ienced a population increase of 97.4 percent. This period
may be described as the "take-off" stage in terms of Mana-
qgua's primacy status. It was during this time that Nicar-
agua attracted the attention of many foreign investors,

and the main focus of this attention was the capital city.

During the next intercensal period, 1963 to 1971,
this accelerated growth continued. The national census
of 1971 recorded a population of 504,126 in the department
of Managua, again most of this growth occurring in the
capital (Table 5). On the eve of the disastrous earth-
quake which struck the city on December 23, 1972; Managua
had an estimated 409,196 inhabitants or 20.5 percent of
the national population.

By 1972, the capital city had assumed many of the
characteristics of a Latin American primate city. 1In the
area of health service and facilities, Managua accounted
for 43 percent of all the hospital beds in the nation.
With respect to public utilities, transportation and com-
munications, Managua provided 51 percent of the potable
water sefvice, consumed 92 percent of all electrical power,
and accounted for 20 percent of all paved roads, as well

as 76 percent of all telephone calls (Censo Estadistico,

1972) . Furthermore, Managua produced an estimated 63 per-

cent of all nationally-manufactured goods (Ryan, 1970,

p. 244).
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The Impact of the 1972 Earthquake
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