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When I gave food to the poor, they called me a saint. When I asked 
why the poor were hungry, they called me a communist. 

-Dom Helder Camara 
Brazilian Bishop, 

Nobel Peace Prize nominee 

The world is divided into two groups of people: the Christian anti-Corn- 
munists, and the others. 

J o h n  Foster Dulles 
Secretary of State, 1952-1959 
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Preface 
The United States is deeply involved in the wars wracking Central 

America. Washington describes its military role in the region as "low 
intensity," and so far only a handful of North Americans have died there. 
But in Nicaragua and El Salvador, where the U.S. government is trying 
to roll back one revolution and prevent another from gaining power, 
the picture looks very different. By the end of 1986, for example, the 
US.-sponsored contra war had cost Nicaragua some 16,000 men, 
women and children killed. These people represent nearly twice as 
large a fraction of their country's population (roughly three million) as 
did the 405,000 U.S. dead in World War 11. Tens of thousands more 
Nicaraguans have been wounded or kidnapped, while over 200,000 
others have been displaced from their homes by the war. For all this, 
"low intensity" is a deceptive euphemism. 

The U.S. government offers a variety of explanations for its ac- 
tions, which it claims are both morally right and necessary to satisfy 
vital national interests. The moral justifications given are often in sharp 
conflict with actual U.S. policy, and it is hard to believe that moral con- 
siderations play any serious role in decision-making. For example, the 
administration rationalizes its campaign against Nicaragua in part by 
accusing the Nicaraguan government of serious abuses of human rights. 
Even if these accusations were all true, however, they would not ex- 
plain U.S. actions. During the 1970s and 1980s, government forces in 
neighboring Guatemala murdered and abused the Guatemalan people 
on a scale that dwarfs the worst allegations, true or untrue, ever made 
against the Sandinistas-yet the United States did not send arms to the 
Guatemalan opposition or undertake strong measures to end the kill- 
ing. (The Carter administration in 1978 halted new aid to the 
Guatemalan military, which until then had been trained and equipped 
by the United States, and protested Guatemala's atrocious human rights 
violations. The terror continued, but the Reagan administration never- 
theless moved to restore wanner relations, including renewal of military 
sales and aid.) The U.S. government consistently ignores or denies 
atrocities by the forces it backs, the contras in Nicaragua and the military 
in El Salvador, although many such crimes have been amply docu- 
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mented by independent observers. The claimed U.S. concern about 
democracy and human rights in Central America is highly selective and 
applies only to those governments or guerrilla forces which the United 
States opposes. Genuine concern for the human rights of all concerned 
plays no serious role in shaping policy. 

That leaves perceived national interests as the basis for policy- 
making. How do U.S. leaders defme those interests? The answer is clear 
from a multitude of speeches, articles and pamphlets, as well as from 
actual U.S. actions: they believe that the fundamental national interest 
is to achieve or maintain an advantage over their global adversary, the 
Soviet Union. Washington regards the USSR as involved in or benefit- 
ing from virtually all unrest or rebellion in the Third World. It interprets 
any challenge to the dominant U.S. role in Central America as an ac- 
tual or potential part of the Soviet threat, and therefore dangerous to 
our very survival. Similarly every successful effort to cement U.S. con- 
trol, whatever the nature of the challenge or the means used to defeat 
it, is considered a victory over, or at least a denial of opportunity to, 
the Soviet adversary. For this reason above all, the United States has 
become the supreme defender of the status quo, especially in what it 
has long regarded as its own "backyard." 

What does the United States really have to fear from revolution- 
ary movements in Latin America? Are they the product of internal con- 
ditions of oppression, poverty and corruption? Or are they imported 
from outside by agitators and arms? Are revolutions like those in Central 
America part of a coordinated communist drive for global dominance? 
Does revolution necessarily represent a loss to the United States, and 
do such U.S. "lossesn equal Soviet gains? To evaluate these questions 
it is essential to describe the possible dangers in specific terms. Images 
of red ink on the map, still used in government publications, are no 
substitute for real thought about what a revolution might mean. 

Does the Salvadoran revolution, or the Sandinista government in 
Nicaragua, present a military threat to the United States? What exactly 
is that threat? Does Nicaragua menace its neighbors either by military 
action or by subversion, as the U.S. government often charges? Or is 
the danger one of ideas-that Nicaragua's example may prove attrac- 
tive to other oppressed peoples? Does the Soviet Union promote revolu- 
tion in the hemisphere, and if so how? What about Cuba-is it really a 
"Soviet proxy" as the Reagan administration alleges, and how does it 
threaten U.S. security? These are the questions which thls short book 
will address. 



Preface vii 

It is not easy for U.S. citizens to think realistically about Marxism, 
revolution, and the Soviet Union; decades of anti-communism have 
produced powerful emotional reactions which can cloud our vision. 
This study accordingly starts by examining some of these psychologi- 
cal pitfalls. Chapter 2 then describes briefly the policies of the USSR 
and of Cuba toward Latin America, and chapters 3 and 4 analyze in 
more detail the charges and realities concerning Nicaragua and El Sal- 
vador. The fmal chapter takes an overall look at how the United States 
has responded to these challenges, and offers suggestions for change. 

U.S. policy in Central America since 1980 has been based main- 
ly on military force. Has this policy addressed the real problems and 
dangers in the region, or is it headed in the wrong direction? Must the 
United States choose between national security and acting humanely? 
Or might another approach, emphasizing diplomacy instead of war, 
and democracy instead of repression, better serve U.S. interests and 
simultaneously be true to this country's ideals? Could the United States 
behave honorably and decently, and protect its national security at the 
same time? This work has been written in the conviction that a better 
policy is indeed possible, in the faith that positive change is coming, 
and in the hope that it will not be too long delayed. 

J o h n  W. Lamperti 
Hanover, N.H. 

December, 1987 



Thinking About the 
Problem 

Words like "communist," "Marxist-Leninist" and "Soviet threat" are 
debate stoppers in the United States. For many they create frightening 
images of red ink spreading over the map. These fears are deeply felt 
and have a corresponding political impact; few U.S. leaders dare risk 
being called soft on communism. "...Most Americans can no longer 
think when they see or hear the word 'communist,"' says a former Peace 
Corps volunteer in El Salvador. "All forms of logical analysis disappear."' 

This study attempts to get beyond the generalized fear of com- 
munism and ask specifically what dangers to U.S. security could arise 
from revolution in Central America. It examines the activities of the 
Soviet Union, Cuba, Nicaragua and El Salvador's insurgency to see what 
threats and challenges they actually present. And finally it looks into 
whether United States policy toward the region is helping to solve the 
real problems there--or is making them worse. 
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view of the Soviet Union that prevails today in large portions of our 
governmental and journalistic establishments so extreme, so subjective, 
so far removed from what any sober scrutiny of external reality would 
reveal, that it is not only ineffective but dangerous as a guide to politi- 
cal action." He continues: 

This endless series of distortions and oversimplifications; this sys- 
tematic dehumanization of the leadership of another great counuy; 
this routine exaggeration of Moscow's military capability and of 
the supposed iniquity of Soviet intentions,. ..this reckless applica- 
tion of the double standard to the judgement of Soviet conduct 
and our own.. .these are the marks of an intellectual primitivism 
and naivete unpardonable in a great government.2 

Soviet expert Stephen F. Cohen has a name for this syndrome; he 
calls it "Sovietophobia": 

The United States has two Soviet problems. One is the real but 
manageable Soviet threat to our national security and internation- 
al interests. The second, and increasingly more serious, problem 
is Sovietophobia, or exaggerated fear of that Soviet threat. An old 
American political disease, Sovietophobia endangers democratic 
values, distons budgetary priorities and menaces our national 
security by enhancing the prospect of nuclear war. Its symptoms 
include militarized thinking about American-Soviet relations, alar- 
mist assertions about Soviet intentions and capabilities and base- 
less claims that the United States is imperiled by strategic "gaps". . . . 

Clearly there is a discrepancy between American perceptions and 
Soviet realities.) 

The U.S. media and government foster this discre~ancv. Cohen 
1 -, -------  

points out three ways the media mislead us. First, he argues, they "sys- 
tematically highlight the negadv~ asnprtc nf tha Cnrrint r l n ~ l r r r : -  .--.I 

while obscuring the ~nr;tir?a 

IY inclusive social sej 
reported in A:- - 
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fluence; they disseminate propaganda and disinfonnation while 
seeking expansion and domination.' 

The third problem is the media's "habit of creating a popular per- 
ception that the Soviet Union is guilty of every charge made against it." 
Examples include trying "to seize Persian Gulf oil" through its invasion 
of Afghanistan, plotting to assassinate the Pope, and waging chemical 
war with "yellow rain" in Southeast Asia. In each of these cases the 
final verdict appears to be not guilty. Yet, "It seems that in the minds 
of most Americans the Soviet Union remains guilty of all of them." As 
Cohen explains, "The result is increased acceptance of cold war 
policies.'" 

"Sovietophobia" seriously distorts U.S. thinking about other na- 
tions. One result is the common fallacy that any nation or movement 
influenced by Marxist ideas must be an accomplice of the USSR and 
follow policies determined in Moscow. "This kind of thinking is ap- 
parently impervious to the extensive historical evidence that refutes it," 
writes Conor Cruise O'Brien, who points out that 

In the 1950s people like Reagan, by exactly this same reasoning, 
believed that the Chinese Communists, being Marxists, were @so 
facto tools of Moscow .... But the equation "Marxist equals tool of 
Moscow," far h.om being called into question after it broke down 
in China, is still being applied, with the same overbearing con- 
fidence, in Central ~merica.' 

Misleading or false government "information" is a chronic 
problem, and led during the Vietnam war era to the infamous 
"credibility gap." Former SenatorJ. William Fulbright, at first a supporter 
of the war, later became one of its leading critics. Asked in 1985 what 
he had learned from the Vietnam experience, he replied, "Not to trust 
government statements.. . .They fit the facts to fit the policy." Fulbright 
continued, "We made a great mistake in Vietnam and we are making 
another one in Central America."' 

Before, during, and after the Vietnam War, U.S. leaders deceived 
the public concerning their actions in Latin America: the Eisenhower 
adminisvation about the 1954 military coup which the CIA organized 
in Guatemala; President Kennedy about the Bay of Pigs invasion of 
Cuba-another CIA operation; Lyndon Johnson about intervening in 
the Dominican Republic in 1965; Richard Nixon about destabilizing the 
AUende government in Chile. But despite this record, every generation 
apparently must learn the lesson anew. "More than Nixon, more than 
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Johnson, more than either of the Roosevelts, ~ g a n  has the 
consummate actor's ability to make things appc .e what they are 
not," writes John Oakes, the former senior editor o. me New York Times, 
adding that 

On no issue of importance is he more adept in the an of decep- 
tion (and, perhaps, self-deception) than in the relationship of the 
United States to Latin ~merica? 

Patterns of Illogic 

Consciously or not, cold-war stereotypes are often reinforced by 
dubious patterns of thinking. One of these is the "zero-sum" fallacy. In 
the mathematical theory of games, "zero-sum" means that one player's 
gains or losses are exactly matched by losses or gains of the others, so 
that overall nothing is added or subtracted. This describes the transfer 
of money around a poker table, but it certainly does not apply to the 
competition between the United States and the Soviet Union. To take 
the extreme case, nuclear war would be a "play of the game" in which 
both sides lose disastrously! This point must be less obvious than it ap- 
pears since statements like this one are heard frequently: "The Soviets 
are strongly opposed to Star Wars (or the MX missile, or.. .), so it must 
be a good thing for us." In reality, weapons such as these which fur- 
ther destabilize the nuclear confrontation lower the security of both 
sides. The a m  race is not a zero-sum game, and neither are most other 
aspects of foreign policy. 

It is nearly universal to measure world events with a double stan- 
dard. Political debate assumes that U.S. good intentions are beyond 
question, but no such benefit of doubt is given to countries regarded 
as adversaries. For example, during the 1962 Cuban Missile Crisis, U.S. 
leaders insisted that there was absolutely no legitimate comparison be- 
tween the Soviet nuclear missiles being set up in Cuba and the very 
similar U.S. Jupiter missiles already based in Turkey near to Soviet ter- 
ritory. The Soviet missiles were simply labeled aggressive while the 
Jupiters were defensive. The distinction was not widely appreciated 
outside the United States. 

The double standard is especially blatant in the case of Central 
America. A senior U.S. official there once publicly acknowledged it 
when a visiting delegation asked him why the United States enthusias- 
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tically endorsed El Salvador's elections but condemned those in 
Nicaragua. The official replied that 

The United States is not obliged to apply the same standard of 
judgement to a country whose government is avowedly hostile to 
the U.S. as for a country, like El Salvador, where it is not. These 
people (the Sandinistas) could bring about a situation in Central 
America which could pose a threat to U.S. security. That allows 
us to change our yardstick.'0 

This is a prescription for propaganda, not for analysis; to see clearly 
and judge fairly it is essential to measure all sides with the same 
yardstick. That is not always easy. One requirement is that actions must 
be compared with actions; it is meaningless to weigh actions by one 
side against the presumed (good or bad) intentions of the other. 

Ill-defined abstractions are another source of confusion. For ex- 
ample, saying that "Denmark is a democratic country" implies directly 
that it has an elected, representative government, but it also suggests 
high levels of literacy and social welfare, police who respect human 
rights, and armed forces under civilian control. When the U.S. govern- 
ment describes Guatemala or Honduras as "democratic" there is a strong 
emotional carryover, even though in these countries illiteracy, poverty 
and malnutrition are the rule and military forces control civilian 
authorities more than the reverse. The difficulty is that the key concept, 
democracy, has not been defined. If we take it to mean elections and 
little more, then Guatemala and Honduras are democratic--but the 
warm glow which the word may convey is not justified." 

The problem of missing or unclear definitions becomes even 
worse when "comrnunism" enters the picture. U.S. government publi- 
cations invariably describe Nicaragua's leadership as "Marxist-Leninist," 
but what that concept means, and why the United States should fear 
it, are never explained. A Communist member of the Danish Parlia- 
ment, a Party member in the Soviet Union or the Peoples Republic of 
China, and a guerrilla in El Salvador (where all revolutionaries are called 
communists) may have little more in common than the name. But the 
name itself is highly loaded, and can impede rational discussion. It can 
also be used intentionally to direct fear and hatred toward any move- 
ment for social change. Speaking about Latin America, an anti-com- 
munist Argentine, former diplomat Enrique E. Rivarola, described the 
problem this way: 
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In the conduct of internal politics, the "communist threat" has he- 
quently served as a pretext for suppressing social refonn move- 
ments calling for improved living standards, a more just 
distribution of wealth, and participation by the masses in the 
government of the country. Those who resist any change in the 
traditional structure of society have recourse to the simple ex- 
pedient of identifying popular protest with communism and the 
legitimate demands of the underprivileged classes with Marxist 
subversion.'' 

In the United States too, government officials use the label "com- 
munist" to villfy perceived enemies both at home and abroad. A 
notorious example is the campaign of slander waged against the late 
Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., led by former FBI Director J. Edgar Hoover. 
At Hoover's orders the FBI camed out extensive spying and harassment 
against King and his associates, accusing King of being a tool of com- 
munists in an effort to destroy his leadership and damage the civil rights 
movement." The slander resurfaced during the debate over legislation 
to declare King's birthday a national holiday. 

Impact 

There is no question that U.S. political discourse and both foreign 
and domestic policies have been shaped by fears of communism. For 
example, the Reagan administration always portrays the struggles of 
Central American peoples as part of the global U.S./Soviet competi- 
tion." Any social movement which challenges U.S. control is seen as a 
gain for the Soviet side. President Reagan and his associates consistent- 
ly describe the United States-the strongest military power in world 
historyas threatened and embattled, beset by treacherous enemies 
on its very doorstep. 

It is vitally important to find out how much truth this picture con- 
tains. Has the Soviet Union deliberately chosen this region as the bat- 
tleground for an attack on the United States? What is the evidence? Do 
the Sandinistas of Nicaragua or the revolutionaries of El Salvador real- 
ly threaten "the safety of our homeland" as Mr. Reagan says?" Or is it 
possible that the president's apocalyptic rhetoric serves as camouflage 
for more mundane U.S. interests? The next three chapters will examine 
the record. 



The Russians 
(and the Cubans) Are 
ComineAren't They? 
Let's not delude ourselves. The Soviet Union underlies all the un- 
rest that is going on. 

-Ronald Reagan, 1981 

There is a Soviet threat, just as there is a U.S. threat. The United 
States could be virtually obliterated in a few hours if the Soviet Union 
chose to fue its nuclear arsenal, committing suicide in the process. U.S. 
military forces have the same life-or-death power over the USSR. Both 
superpowers hold civilization hostage to nuclear holocaust. 

In October 1962 the world experienced the tense "thirteen days" 
of the Cuban missile crisis, when the Soviet Union secretly began to in- 
stall nuclear-armed missiles in that Caribbean nation. The United States 
responded with a partial naval blockade of Cuba and with outraged 
rhetoric demanding that the "offensive" Soviet missiles be removed. 
Leaders of both superpowers thought that the crisis might escape their 
control and lead to war; President John Kennedy later estimated the 
chances as between one-third and even. Eventually the U.S. govern- 
ment presented the Soviets with an ultimatum, insisting that they must 
remove their missile bases or the United States would destroy them. 
Apparently to Kennedy's surprise, Soviet Premier Krushchev agreed to 
withdraw the Soviet missiles in exchange for lifting the blockade and a 
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public U.S. pledge not to invade Cuba-plus a secret U.S. promise to 
withdraw its fifteen nuclear missiles from Turkey.' 

Avoiding such crises in the future must be an ovemding objec- 
tive for U.S. policy. Fortunately, the danger of a replay in the Carib- 
bean or Central America appears remote. The informal no missiles/no 
invasion bargain of 1962 has so far been kept, although both sides have 
probed its limits and ambiguities. Today the USSR would have little to 
gain by basing strategic missiles in Cuba. In 1962 the overwhelming su- 
periority of U.S. nuclear forces must have figured largely in the Soviet 
decision to seek a quick fx--the Cuban bases-to reduce that im- 
balance. The fix didn't work, and the Soviet Union embarked on a major 
nuclear build-up. In the late 1960s rough parity was reached, remov- 
ing one motive for the Cuban deployment. Moreover, since 1967 most 
Latin American nations have signed and ratified the Treaty of Tlatelol- 
co, establishing their temtories as a zone to remain free of nuclear 
weapons. Equally important, all five avowed nuclear-weapons powers 
have signed and ratified Protocol I1 to this treaty, by which they pledged 
to respect the nuclear-free status of the region.' 

It appears highly unlikely that the Soviet Union or Cuba would 
deliberately take actions which could provoke a U.S. military response 
against Cuba. As General Wallace Nutting, the former chief of the U.S. 
Southern Command, observed in 1983, 

if push comes to shove in this region, the outcome is not in doubt. 
It would be very difficult for the Soviet Union to project the kind 
of conventional power into the Caribbean Basin that we can't deal 
with. If we were ever faced with a major codrontation, we would 
prevail.) 

But what if mounting tensions in some future crisis should lead 
to a new U.S. attack on the island? The Soviet leaders would face a 
harsh dilemma. If they took no strong action, they would risk the 
destruction of an ally in which the USSR has a major investment of 
resources and prestige, and the political costs would be great. Assum- 
ing General Nutting is right, conventional military power would be in- 
adequate for Cuba's defense. Would the Soviets then take action 
elsewhere in the world where the United States might be at a disad- 
vantage? Or would using nuclear weapons seem their only choice? 

Clearly the Soviet government does not wish to have to choose 
among these alternatives, and the USSR has been careful not to give 
Cuba any public guarantee of military support such as membership in 
the Warsaw Pact. This potential dilemma has certainly been a factor in 
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the Soviet Union's support for Cuba's military buildup. To the extent 
that Cuba can defend itself, or (even better) can deter attack, Soviet 
decision-making is greatly simplified. 

Can Cuba Threaten the United States? 

Cuba's armed forces are bigger and better-equipped than any 
others in Latin America except those of Brazil, to which the Cuban 
military is very roughly comparable. The Cuban air force operates some 
262 combat aircraft including 196 MiG-21 and 51 MiG-23 fighters, plus 
80 transport planes of various types and about 120 helicopters, 42 of 
them armed. The relatively large army is well equipped with tanks, ar- 
tillery and anti-aircraft weapons. Some 28,000 troops are stationed 
abroad, almost all of them in Africa. Finally, Cuba's navy includes three 
Soviet-built, diesel-powered attack submarines, two frigates, eighty-five 
patrol and attack boats, plus fifteen minesweepers.' 

Since the 1961 Bay of Pigs invasion attempt, the Cuban revolu- 
tion has felt itself to be under threat from the United States. One rnis- 
sion for Cuba's military is to deter attack by ensuring that any U.S. 
invasion would be a major and costly undertaking. As military analysts 
Joseph Cirincione and Leslie Hunter describe it, 

The Cuban build-up has largely achieved its defense objectives. A 
U.S. invasion of the island would now require an estimated 100,000 
American troops and the deployment of more camer battle groups 
than the United States could afford to commit. The U.S. would un- 
doubtedly sustain heavy casualties in such an operation. This is 
probably not an option that the United States would be inclined 
to exercise except in the most dire emergency.5 

This deterrent value of Cuba's military forces may have been tested in 
the early days of the Reagan administration. According to Newsweek 
magazine, 

As the men in his [Ronald Reagan's1 innermost circle knew, he had 
had to be dissuaded from the private fantasy that Cuba might be 
liberated by force of arms; the appraisal of the CIA was that Fidelis- 
tas would simply take to the hills again and turn the island into a 
front-porch ~ie tnam.~ 
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Cuba's military strength does not, however, add up to a serious 
independent offensive capability, certainly not one which could operate 
in the face of U.S. opposition. In the Caribbean Basin the United States 
has deployed over 14,000 troops at a complex of U.S. air, sea and naval 
bases, while thousands more participate annually in military exercises 
in the region.' The area is continually patrolled by four to twenty ships 
of the U.S. Navy.' Puerto Rico, assigned a leadership role in implemen- 
tation of U.S. Caribbean military policy, is home to Roosevelt Roads 
Naval Station, the largest U.S. naval base in the hemisphere. The U.S. 
military has contingency plans to deploy nuclear weapons to Puerto 
Rico in a possible future crisis, and, according to a study by the Puer- 
to Rican Bar Association, Roosevelt Roads already "is prepared to func- 
tion as a center for command and control for nuclear weapons, as well 
as a base from which nuclear weapons could be deployed." The U.S. 
Southern Command in Panama, which oversees U.S. forces in South 
and Central America and the Caribbean, was upgraded in 1983 to a 
post of four-star rank, and Honduras has been turned into a logistical 
center for operations with the permanent deployment of a joint task 
force involving over a thousand military personnel while many more 
troops rotate through on short-term assignments. The Pentagon has ex- 
panded military facilities throughout the region-in Panama, Puerto 
Rico, Guantanamo Bay (Cuba), Key West (Florida), and especially in 
Honduras where the United States has built or upgraded eleven air 
bases, as well as radar stations, military roads and other facilities. Al- 
most continuous land, sea and air exercises have practiced rapid 
deployment of troops, ships and equipment to the area under a variety 
of possible scenarios for military action. At least 80,000 U.S. troops have 
trained in Honduras alone since 1983.1° 

A frequently cited cause for concern is a possible Cuban threat to 
shipping in the Caribbean, and to the Panama Canal. One Reagan ad- 
ministration document states that 

The major shipping lanes crisscrossing the region make it one of 
our major lifelines to the outside world, and, as a result, an area 
of crucial importance to the continued prosperity and security of 
the United States. The defense of the Caribbean, however, is com- 
plicated by hostile forces in Cuba and Nicaragua within easy reach 
of these sea lanes." 

The region is indeed important, but are the shipping lanes in any 
real danger? A September 1985 study by the congressional watchdog, 
the General Accounting Office, reports that fears about Cuban and 
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Soviet influence in the Caribbean have been used in jusufying both the 
Grenada invasion and administration requests for increased military aid 
to Central America. The study finds, however, that "U.S. and Caribbean 
officials perceive little immediate threat from internal political instability 
or external intervention despite the current unrest in Central Arneri~a."'~ 

Former Ambassador to Nicaragua Lawrence Pezzullo commented 
bluntly on these questions in a 1983 interview: 

With the advent of the ICBM and Yankee-class [Soviet] submarines 
off our coast, how the hell can you talk about strategic interests? 
And all of that business that the traffic coming through the Carib- 
bean is so vital to our interests-the fact of the matter is you've 
got Cuba in the Caribbean for the last twenty years. They could 
have intercepted those lanes any time. You didn't need Nicaragua. 
You didn't need the airfield in Grenada. This is just hyperbole.13 

Any Cuban attack on U.S. shipping in the Caribbean or on the 
Canal would be an act of war; so would a move against Mexican or 
Venezuelan oil fields, another threat occasionally cited by the ad- 
ministration. Under what conditions could such attacks make sense to 
the Cuban government? The answer seems to be "none at all." For Cuba 
to act on its own, or as part of some regional conflict not involving the 
USSR, would be not only pointless but also suicidal in the face of over- 
whelming U.S. military superiority. 

Is it more credible that Cuba would act against Caribbean "Sea 
Lanes of Communications" (SLOC) as a Soviet ally? The April 1984 White 
House Digest asserts that Cuba has "the potential for delaying the rein- 
forcement of NATO in time of general war." A general war between 
the superpowers, however, would in all likelihood not be confined to 
European soil or conventional battlefields but would involve strategic 
nuclear weapons. In this case, concern about Cuban attacks on Carib- 
bean shipping or on Mexican oil would be far from the minds of the 
survivors. In the unlikely event of a non-nuclear world war, the delay 
in reinforcing NATO which Cuba could cause has been estimated as 
probably lasting only a few days." It is doubtful that the Cuban govern- 
ment would choose to sacrifice the nation to provide such marginal 
help to Soviet forces in Europe. Analysts including U.S. Marine Corps 
Lt. Colonel John Buchanan (ret.) believe that armed neutrality would 
be Cuba's only hope for survival in the went of such a war, and that 
the Cuban leaders are well aware of these realities." 

The Soviet Union does obtain certain military benefits from its 
relationship with Cuba, such as a site for electronic intelligence-gather- 
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ing and landing fields for long-range reconnaissance flights. Soviet 
naval vessels are routinely sent to the Caribbean for joint exercises with 
Cuban forces; from 1969 to mid-1986 there were twenty-six such 
deployments, typically involving four Soviet ships, two of them com- 
batant ships, and lasting about one month.I6 These activities are small- 
scale compared to the U.S. military presence near Soviet territory. In 
East Asia and the Pacific alone the United States has over 90,000 troops 
and maintains nineteen air, seven naval and six ground force bases, 
not including over 16,000 U.S. troops at eleven large and small naval 
and air bases in the Philippines. The Seventh Fleet at sea includes seven- 
ty-five to eighty ships and some 20,000 crew members; the only over- 
seas-based U.S. aircraft carrier, the Midway, is home-ported in Japan 
along with its escort and support vessels." 

The large-scale U.S. militan, involvement with countries on the 
USSR's perip<ery must worry soviet strategists, just as the Soviet military 
relationship with Cuba appears threatening to U.S. planners. But al- 
though these third-party i&olvements can b; dangero;s and destabiliz- 
ing, they are not the core of the problem. The underlying source of 
danger is the military competition of the superpowers themselves, 
which threatens the entire globe with destruction. 

Soviet Policy Toward Latin America 

Except for Cuba, the nations of Latin America have played only 
a small role in the foreign policy of the Soviet Union. Just three 
countries-Mexico, Argentina and Uruguay-have maintained 
diplomatic contacts with the USSR continuously since 1945. (See Figure 
1.) One lengthy Soviet history of the USSR's foreign policy devotes only 
fourteen out of 1,013 pages to Soviet relations with Latin America, and 
half of these cover relations with Cuba." U.S. State Department figures 
indicate that in 1981 under 2 percent (measured by dollar value) of 
Soviet military agreements with "Less Developed Countries" (LDCs) 
were with Latin America; for the USSR's Eastern European allies the cor- 
responding figure was under half a percent. (By the State Department's 
defdtion, LDCs include all the nations of Latin America and the Carib- 
bean except Cuba.) That same year the USSR had some 16,280 military 
technicians in LDCs, of whom only 1 percent were in Latin America, 
along with sixty (3 percent) from Eastern Europe out of its analogous 
total of 1,925.19 
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Figure 1: Soviet Diplomatic Relations with Latin America 
1917-1982 

Sourcer Blasier, Cole, l'be Giant's Rival: i%e USSR and Latin Amerlca. 
University of Pittsburgh Press, 1983, p. 17. Reprinted with permission. 
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The idea that Moscow has been the instigator of discontent and 
revolutionary movements throughout the hemisphere, often repeated 
by the U.S. government, doesn't square with historical reality. As 
summed up by Soviet expert Jonathan Steele, 

Latin America during the Brezhnev era provided a clear pattern of 
evidence that the Soviet Union puts support for revolution low on 
its list of priorities .... It failed to give material backing to the 
numerous urban and rural guerrillas operating in most Latin 
American countries during t'le two decades." 

The Soviet Union's real priority in Latin America has been estab- 
lishing beneficial diplomatic and economic relations with as many na- 
tions in the region as possible. The USSR has pursued this goal with 
substantial success, especially since the late 1960s. Soviet trade with 
Latin America grew rapidly during the 1970s, with the value of imports 
from the region consistently exceeding the value of Soviet exports. 
Trade between the United States and Eastern Europe also expanded 
greatly during this period." 

The USSR has based its choice of trading partners less on politi- 
cal or ideological sympathies than on the needs of the Soviet state. For 
example, the Soviet Union's largest Latin trading partner is Argentina, 
from which it imports large quantities of such agricultural products as 
grain, meat and wool. A huge impetus to this trade came in 1979 when 
the United States put an embargo on grain sales to the USSR in response 
to the invasion of Afghanistan. The U.S. government pressed Argentina 
to join the embargo, without success. Instead Argentina was eager to 
take advantage of its new market opportunity, and in one year its sales 
to the Soviets, already substantial, increased fourfold to well over one 
billion rubles (more than a billion dollars). This trade doubled again 
the following year, by which time the USSR was taking about one-third 
of Argentina's exports. 

These were the years when Argentina's military rulers conducted 
their "dirty war" against all forms of internal opposition. Military and 
police forces with impunity tortured and murdered thousands of their 
fellow citizens, while thousands more were kidnapped and made to 
"disappear." Political parties of the left, including the Communist Party, 
were outlawed. But the Soviet Union muted its criticism, abstaining 
from votes on UN resolutions which condemned Argentina for human 
rights violations. The contrasting case of Chile, where the USSR broke 
off diplomatic relations after the overthrow and assassination of elected 
socialist President Salvador Allende in 1973, was exceptional. 
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Table 1: Pro-Soviet Cornmudst Party Membership in Latin 
America, 1962,1973,1982 

1362 1973 1982 

Argentina (PCA) 50,000 70,000 70,000-125,000 
Bolivia (PCB) 4,000-5,000 - 500 (1980) 
Brazil (PCB) 25,000-40,000 6,000 10,000 
Chile (PCCh) 18,000-20,000 120,000 - 
Colombia (PCC) 8,000-10,000 10,000 12,000 
Costa Rica (PVP) 300 1,000 3,200 
Cuba 27,000 120,000 434,143 
Dominican 
Republic (PCD) - 470 - 
Ecuador (PCE) 2,000-3,000 500 h000 (1979) 
El Salvador (PCES) 500 100-150 200 
Guadaloupe (CPG) - 3,000 - 
Guatemala (PTG) 1,000-1,100 750 750 
Guyana (WPVP)(PPP) - 100 500 (PPP) 
Honduras (PCH) 1,500-2,000 300 1,500 
Martinique (CPM) - 1,000 - 
Mexico (PCM) 5,000-6,000 5,000 100,000 
Nicaragua (PSN) 200-300 60 (PSN) 1,200 
Panama (PCP) 150 500 500-600 
Paraguay (PCP) 5,000 3,000-4,000 3,500 
Peru (PCP) 5,000-7,000 2,000 3,200 
Uruguay (PCU) 3,000 22,000 7,500 
Venezuela (PCV) 20,000 3,000-4,000 - 

Sources: For 1962, U.S. Department of State, Bureau of Intelligence 
and Research, World Strength of the Communist Party OrganiraNons 
(Washington, D.C.: U.S. Government Printing Office, 1962); for 1973, 
ibid. (1973); for 1982, Yearbook oflnternattonal CommunFstAffatn 
1982 (Stanford, CA, 1982). 
Note: Prepared by Aldo Isuani and Aldo Vacs. 
- - not available, unknown. 

Tables 1 and 2 show that outside of Cuba, membership in the local 
Communist Parties and communist participation in legislative bodies 
is low. Both characteristics suggest that communist political influence 
on the electorate is not great. 

Soume: Blasier, The Giant's Rival, p. 76. Sources listed above a p  
peared with the original table and are reprinted here for the reader's 
information. Reprinted with permission. 
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Table 2: Electoral Strength of Pro-Soviet Communist Parties in 
Latin America, 1971-1981 

Pmentage of Votes Seaa In the Legislature 

Argentina 
~ o l i v i a ~  
Brazil 
Chide 
Colombia 
Costa Rica 
Dominican Republic 
Ecuador 
El Salvador 
Guadeloupe 
Guatemala 
Guyana 
Haiti 
Honduras 
Jamaica 
Martinique 
Mexico 
Nicaragua 
Panama 
Paraguay 
Peru 
urugua$ 
Venezuela 

Sources: Yearbook of International Communist Affairs, 1982 (Stanford, 
CA, 19821, except for Argentina, ibid., 1974, p. 227, and La Prensa 
(Buenos Aires) 12 March 1973; Chile, Yearbook, 1973, p. 305; 
Uruguay, ibid., 1972, p. 429. 
Note: Table prepared by Aldo Isuani and Aldo Vacs. 

the 1980 elections, communist candidates were absorbed into the 
Union Democratica Popular. 
%n the 1971 elections, Communist candidates were absorbed into the 
Frente Amplio. 
-means either that the party did not participate in the election or that 
it received no recorded votes. A blank space has been left in column 2 
when the party participated as part of another group and its own total 
is unknown. 

So- Blasier, 7he Giant'sRival, p. 77. Sources listed above are 
reprinted for the reader's information. Reprinted with permission. 
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In addition to conventional state-to-state relations such as trade 
and diplomacy, the Soviet Union exerts some influence in most Latin 
countries through the existence of communist parties whose programs 
are roughly consistent with Moscow's policy. U.S. leaders frequently 
portmy such parties as foci for subversion and tools of Soviet expan- 
sionism, but the reality is different and more complex. Throughout the 
continent, a great variety of left-wing political parties are actively work- 
ing for social change, including many which explicitly reject Moscow's 
leadership. The pro-Soviet parties have generally been moderate in 
their tactics, and as a rule have rejected armed struggle and worked for 
change by participation in elections, trade union organizing, publish- 
ing magazines and newspapers, and coalition building-in short, by 
conventional political activities. The most militant activists have some- 
times split from these parties in order to form new groups which adopt 
more aggressive strategies. In a few countries, including Cuba, 
Nicaragua and El Salvador (since 19791, the pro-Soviet communists have 
joined as latecomers in armed rebellions which were already far ad- 
vanced under other leadership. Since the 1930s no conventional, pro- 
Moscow communist party in Latin America has played an important 
role in creating armed insurrecti~n.~~ 

The orthodox communist parties of Latin America (other than 
Cuba) are small numerically and have usually attracted little support at 
the polls when they have been able to participate in elections. (See 
Tables 1 and 2.) The major exception was Chile in the 1970 elections, 
when the Chilean Communist Party won twenty-nine seats in the 200- 
member legislature and thereafter participated in the government as a 
junior partner of Allende's Socialist Party in the Popular Unity Coali- 
tion. Latin America's communist parties are miniscule in comparison 
with parties in some NATO nations. The largest of these, the communist 
party of Italy, claims over 1,670,000 members and received 30.5 per- 
cent of the vote in 1983 elections." 

The Impact of the Cuban Revolution 

The Cuban revolution belies any claim that the Soviet Union is 
behind all revolutionary upheavals. Before the revolution's 1958 vic- 
tory, the existing Moscow-oriented Cuban communist party (the Par- 
tido Socialists Popular, or PSP) was entirely separate from Fidel Castro's 
26th of July Movement. The PSP was dedicated to the "peaceful road" 
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of mass organizing, and had in the past collaborated with the Batista 
regime. At times the PSP directly opposed the tactics of the Fidelistas; 
in particular, the PSP strongly condemned as "adventurist" the famous 
1953 attack on the Moncada barracks. Only a few communists ever 
joined the guerrilla groups. When the armed forces of the old regime 
collapsed with unexpected speed, surprising all concerned and forcing 
dictator Fulgencio Batista to flee Cuba on December 31,1958, the broad 
opposition front envisioned by the PSP had not yet been established. 
As a result, the PSP had not joined the armed combat to any substan- 
tial degree or formally allied itself with Fidel Castro's movement. Its 
contribution to the actual overthrow of Batista was minimal." 

The United States recognized the new Cuban government on 
January 7,1959, and for a brief period good relations seemed possible. 
Soviet recognition also came quickly on January 11, but more substan- 
tial contacts with the USSR, including the first trade agreement and for- 
mal diplomatic relations, were delayed until (respectively) February and 
May of the following year. By that time United States hostility to the 
revolution had already hardened, and in March 1960 President Eisen- 
hower authorized the CIA to begin recruiting and training Cuban ex- 
iles for sabotage, commando raids and an invasion. Other U.S. 
anti-Cuba measures included halting purchases of Cuban sugar and 
maintaining an arms embargo. The USSR then moved to fill many of 
Cuba's increased needs by purchasing much of the sugar formerly going 
to the United States, by supplying oil, and by beginning to provide the 
"necessary aid" to allow Cuba to resist armed intervention. Although 
U.S. hostility to Cuba and the increasing ties between Cuba and the 
Soviet Union clearly reinforced each other, the break between Cuba 
and the United States was originally provoked mostly by U.S. dislike of 
Cuba's domestic policies and revolutionary rhet~ric.'~ 

From late in 1960 through early 1362 the Soviet commitment to 
Cuba's aid and defense increased steadily. Despite Cuba's growing de- 
pendence, however, Soviet and Cuban interests and policies often 
diverged. During the 1962 missile crisis, for example, Cuban leaders 
were outraged that Washington and Moscow negotiated a settlement 
without Cuban participation. Cuba refused to accept UN inspection to 
venfy that the missile bases were actually dismantled, and tried unsuc- 
cessfully to impose additional conditions as part of the crisis settlement 
by demanding an end to attacks on Cuba from U.S. territory and the 
return of the U.S. naval base at Guantanamo Bay to Cuban control. A 
month later the Cuban government officially expressed its displeasure 
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with the U.S.-Soviet agreement, declaring that "An armed conflict has 
been avoided, but peace has not been a~hieved."'~ 

The most important area of SovieUCuban disagreement was 
strategy for social change in Latin America. Revolutionary Cuba's early 
attempts at accommodation with the more progressive Latin American 
states soon gave way to support for armed revolution as the only real 
path to social progress. This support frequently conflicted with Soviet 
policy; it also evoked suspicion of Cuban intentions from a wide 
spectrum of Latin American governments. At the same time, the United 
States worked with unrelenting hostility to isolate Cuba diplomatically. 
As a result both of U.S. pressure and of Cuba's aid to revolutionary 
movements, the Organization of American States voted to impose sanc- 
tions against Cuba in June 1964. 

Cuba sometimes found itself at odds with local pro-Soviet com- 
munists as well as with the USSR itself. In 1965, for example, the 
Venezuelan Communist Party (PCV) withdrew from a losing armed 
struggle against the government. Fidel Castro denounced the party as 
defeatist, and added that Cuba would support groups engaging in 
armed revolutionary struggle regardless of whether or not they called 
themselves communist. Cuban backing was shifted from the PCV to a 
splinter group of guerrillas, who received some arms aid and a few 
Cuban volunteers to assist their fight. In 1967 the PCV actually joined 
the Venezuelan government in denouncing Cuba for outside inter- 
ference. At the same time, the USSR was trying to reestablish normal 
relations with Venezuela, an attitude naturally resented by Castro and 
his guerrilla allies.n 

While Cuba maintained an ideological commitment to revolution - 
during these years, the policy was not a practical success. For one thing, 
the resources to provide major assistance were not available. The Soviet 
Union did not support ~uba ' s  enthusiasm for guerrilla movements, and 
what Cuba could do on its own was limited; the number of instances 

9 
of Cuban involvement, and the amounts of material aid given, were 
modest. The same is true of Cuban training for leftist organizers or guer- 
rillas: Cuba did provide training for some 2,500 men and women during 
the 1960s, but this was far less than the numbers estimated at the time." 
The involvement of the United States during the same period was much 
greater. Between 1950, when U.S. training programs began in earnest, 
and 1970, 54,270 members of Latin American armed forces received 
U.S. military training, and from 1961 to 1973 an additional 3,842 security 
personnel received police mining in the United States under the U.S. 
Public Safety program, while thousands more were trained abroad." 
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Despite the instances of Cuban support, attempts at guerrilla-style 
revolution in Latin America during the 1960s were uniformly unsuc- 
cessful. By 1967, guerrilla movements in Peru and Argentina had been 
beaten, and those in Venezuela, Colombia and Guatemala were disor- 
ganized and under strong attack. Also in 1967, the Bolivian army (with 
U.S. help) captured and assassinated Cuba's revolutionary hero Che 
Guwara; the defeat of Che's guerrilla campaign in Bolivia epitomized 
the failure of Cuban attempts to assist rwolutions abroad. 

A major change in Cuba's foreign policy became evident after 
1968, and its support for armed revolutionary struggle waned. Soviet 
pressure, as well as the failure of Cuban-aided guerrilla attempts, un- 
doubtedly contributed to the reversal. In addition, the success of 
AUende's movement in Chile seemed for a time to show that revolu- 
tionary social change could be achieved through peaceful, democratic 
means. Castro was reportedly outraged when a bloody coup ended 
AUende's life and Chilean democracy in 1973, and he bitterly blamed 
the United States for instigating and organizing the coup. But even in 
this extreme situation, which provoked the Soviet Union to the rare 
step of breaking diplomatic relations with Chile, Cuban leaders did not 
consider armed intervention to be a viable response. 

Cuba's new attitude gradually succeeded in reassuring neighbor- 
ing governments. The first to reestablish diplomatic relations with Cuba 
was Allende's Chile in November 1970, but more conservative states 
soon followed suit. By the mid-1970s diplomatic relations had been 
reestablished with over a dozen Latin American nations-plus Mexico 
which alone had never broken them. The OAS sanctions against Cuba 
were repealed in 1975. Cuba had ended its hemispheric isolation and 
become an accepted neighbor to most of its sister nations. The process 
still continues; in June 1986 Cuba and Brazil restored diplomatic ties. 

United StatesKuban Relations 
Since 1974 

In 1972 the Nixon administration began its historic approach to 
the People's Republic of China, ending years of bitter animosity. This 
changed attitude toward the world's most populous communist nation, 
as well as Cuba's newly-moderate foreign policy, made some sort of 
rapprochement between Cuba and the United States appear logical. 
The benefits were obvious, and in 1974 secret meetings were held to 
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discuss terms for reestablishing relations. But conflict outside the 
Western Hemisphere brought the tenuous process to a halt.)0 

In 1975 Cuba and the United States became deeply involved in 
aiding different sides in the struggle wer Angolan independence. Cuba 
supported the Popular Movement for the Liberation of Angola (MPLA), 
while the United States, South Africa and China backed two other fac- 
tions. When a South African armored column invaded Angola in Oc- 
tober 1975, joining forces with Jonas Savimbi's National Union for the 
Total Independence of Angola (UNITA) in a drive north toward the 
capital Luanda, Cuba promptly dispatched combat troops to the aid of 
the MPLA. The operation was a Cuban, not a Soviet, initiative, and the 
first troops were sent to Africa using Cuban ships as transports; later 
Soviet planes airlifted additional Cuban forces. By March 1976 the MPLA 
controlled nearly all of newly-independent Angola. 

For Cuba the operation seemed a clear success, both militarily 
and politically; South Africa's invasion gave the Cuban intervention 
legitimacy. Third World reaction was overwhelmingly positive: Cuba 
was commended by the Organization of African Unity and by the Move- 
ment of Nonaligned Nations, which later chose Cuba to head the group. 
The action was also popular at home, an occasion for national pride 
unequalled since the victory at the Bay of Pigs in 1961. 

But Cuba's Angolan intervention was not popular in Washington, 
which interpreted it as a Soviet thrust for power. John Stockwell, head 
of the CIA'S Angola Task Force in 1975-76, described U.S. policy this 
way: 

Uncomfortable with recent historic events, and frusxated by our 
humiliation in Vietnam, Kissinger was seeking opportunities to 
challenge the Soviets. Conspicuously, he had ovenuled his ad- 
visers and refused to seek diplomatic solutions in ~ngola?' 

The MPWCuban victory was therefore interpreted as an embarrassing 
defeat for the United States, and the tentative US.-Cuban normalization 
process was stopped in its tracks. 

Cuban involvement in Africa continued to prevent improved rela- 
tions with the United States, even though the Carter administration 
revived the U.S./Cuba talks in 1977. Late that year Cuban armed forces 
helped Ethiopia repel an invasion from Somalia; the Cubans stayed on 
to provide atieast passive support for Ethiopia's 1978 campaign &ainst 
the attempted secession of Eritrea. Once more the United States found 
Cuba's a c k s m  in Africa unacceptable, and normalization of relations 
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was again halted. Sporadic meetings have been held since that time, 
but the normalization process has made little progress. 

Since 1981 the Reagan administration has pictured Cuba as a major 
force behind revolution in Central America and the ~aribbean?' Former 
Secretary of State Alexander Haig threatened that the United States 
might "go to the sourcev--Cuba40 combat revolution. Presumably in 
response to such threats, Cuba increased its military imports from the 
USSR. The Cuban government again indicated a desire to improve rela- 
tions with the United States, but the Reagan administration was not in- 
terested; it subsequently imposed new measures against Cuba which 
included banning travel to the island by most U.S. citizens, tightening 
the economic embargo, and creating the anti-Castro broadcasting sta- 
tion "Radio Mad." Renewed U.S. attempts to isolate Cuba have large- 
ly failed, however, and only the U.S. government maintains unchanged 
the hostility of the past. 



Nicaragua: Where's the 
Threat? 

We must prevent consolidation of a Sandinista regime in 
Nicaragua .... If we cannot prevent that, we have to anticipate the 
partition of Central America. Such a development would then force 
us to man a new military front line of the East-West conflict, right 
here on our continent. 

-Undersecretary of Defense Fred Ikl6, September 1983' 

The threat of communism made its first appearance as a 
rationalization for U.S. policy toward Nicaragua during the 1920s, when 
the Soviet beachhead was said to be centered in Mexico. But the prac- 
tice of "big stick" politics was already old. The United States had pre- 
viously intervened in Nicaragua many times, economically, politically, 
and militarily. 

One of the military men who canied out U.S. policy early in this 
century was Marine Corps Major General Smedley D. Butler. Twice 
wounded in action and twenty times decorated, Smedley Butler was 
also one of the few Americans to be twice awarded the Congressional 
Medal of Honor. His example is still held up to recruits as the ideal for 
a Marine officer. But after retiring from active duty, Butler wrote bitter- 
ly about the uses to which his service had been put: 

War is a racket. Our stake in that racket has never been greater in 
all our peace-time history. 
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Cutting a Switch for a Bad Boy 
Source: McKee Barclay, Baltimore Sun, 1910 

It may seem odd for me, a military man, to adopt such a com- 
parison. Truthfulness compels me to. I spent 33 years and 4 months 
in active service as a member of our country's most agile military 
force--the Marine Corps .... 

I helped make Mexico and especially Tampico safe for American 
oil interests in 1914. I helped make Haiti and Cuba a decent place 
for the National City Bank boys to collect revenues in. I helped in 
the raping of half a dozen Central American republics for the 
benefit of Wall Street. The record of racketeering is long. I helped 
purify Nicaragua for the international banking house of Brown 
Brothers in 1W9-12. I brought light to the Dominican Republic for 
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American sugar interests in 1916. I helped make Honduras "right" 
for American fruit companies in 1903 .... 

Looking back on it, I feel I might have given A1 Capone a few 
hints. The best he could do was to operate his racket in three city 
districts. We Marines operated on three continats2 

Butler commanded a marine detachment sent to Nicaragua in 
1910, seven years before the Russian rwolution brought the Soviet 
Union into existence. Here is a glimpse of how he managed that inter- 
vention: 

Dr. Madris [the president of Nicaragua] grew cold toward the 
Nicaraguan investments of Brown Bros. and Seligman & Co. 
Another revolution immediately "occurred" and our State Depart- 
ment sent a representative to see that the revolution was success- 
ful. Near Bluefields was the property of a large American gold 
mine, whose stock was owned mainly by Pittsburgh financiers and 
partly by the then Secretary of State, Philander C. Knox. President 
Madris refused to recognize the validity of the gold mining con- 
cession and 225 Marines immediately were dispatched to 
Bluefields to "protect American lives and property." I commanded 
those Marines and in order to be sure that there was an American 
life to protect in Bluefields I made certain the local American con- 
sul was on the job. There wasn't another American in miles ....' 

In 1985, President Reagan said that Nicaragua represents "an un- 
usual and extraordinary threat to the national security and foreign policy 
of the United States." The menace, according to the president, results 
from Nicaragua's "aggressive activities" and its allegiance to the Soviet 
camp in the East-West conflict.' To cope with this alleged threat, the 
Reagan administration in 1985 declared a national emergency and an 
economic embargo against Nicaragua; long before, in 1981, it had 
begun organizing the contra (counterrevolutionary) forces which the 
administration continues to arm and sponsor in a bloody war aimed at 
the overthrow of the Nicaraguan government. 

On July 19, 1979 the revolutionary government took office in 
Nicaragua, ending forty-three years of conupt and brutal Somoza fami- 
ly rule. The Somoza regime had been noted for its subservience to U.S. 
foreign policy, and it actively assisted such U.S. operations as the 1961 
invasion of Cuba at the Bay of Pigs. This era came to a close when the 
Nicaraguan National Guard, defender of the Somoza dynasty and a 
legacy from the U.S. military occupation which lasted until 1933, was 
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defeated and scattered in a widespread popular insurrection led by the 
Sandinista National Liberation Front (FSLN). 

The Soviet Union and the established pro-Soviet Nicaraguan com- 
munist party-the Partido Socialista Nicaraguense, or PSN-played 
minimal roles in the overthrow of Somoz?. According to the Jacobsen 
report, a study commissioned by the U.S. State Department, 

The Nicaraguan revolution caught Moscow off-guard. The Mos- 
cow-line Socialist Party had judged that the situation was not ripe 
for revolution, and had consequently condemned the Sandinistas' 
insurrectionary strategy as adventurist.' 

Not until late in 1978 did the PSN create an armed group to join the in- 
surrection, and the decision to unite its efforts with those of the San- 
dinistas came still later. As a result, the communists had little standing 
in the revolutionary government. The PSN still exists, and in the 1984 
elections it received 1.3 percent of the vote. 

The anti-Somoza movement in Nicaragua did have some outside 
assistance. Cuban political support for the Sandinistas goes back many 
years; Cuba provided a haven for the revolutionaries and gave them 
small amounts of material help. But Cuban military aid was not decisive 
in the victory. Significant quantities of arms from outside did not reach 
the Nicaraguan rebels until the late 1970s, and then they came in larger 
quantities from Venezuela, Panama and Costa Rica than from Cuba. 
Mexico and Colombia also provided political and material support.6 

U.S. economic and military aid had flowed steadily to Nicaragua 
until 1977, when President Carter suspended the aid because of 
Somoza's abysmal human rights record. The human rights standards 
were not consistently applied, however, and in 1978 Washington 
resumed economic aid despite the lack of any significant improvement. 
As the fall of Somoza became more and more inevitable, the Carter ad- 
ministration made several atrempts to modlfy Nicaragua's revolution- 
ary process. First it tried to arrange Somoza's resignation and orchestrate 
a successor regime preserving the National Guard. When this proved 
impossible, it worked to secure a transition government with minimum 
~andinista influence. Finally, the United states proposed a "peacekeep- 
ing force" from the Organization of American States (OAS) in order to 
prevent a Sandinista military victory. These attempts were too late and 
too transparent to be politically realistic, and the United States did not 
succeed in isolating the Sandinistas from their more conservative anti- 
Somoza allies.' 
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When the successful "final offensive" defeated the Guard and 
brought the Sandinistas to power, Nicaragua's new government found 
the country in a desperate situation. Almost two percent of the popula- 
tion had died in the insurrection, and many more were wounded. 
Material damage from the war was great, perhaps half a billion dollars, 
while foreign debt came to $1.6 billion. The latter amounted to ap- 
proximately $640 per capita, three times the median annual income of 
the poorer 50 percent of the population. (The average GNP per capita 
for all Nicaraguans was slightly over $800.) The national treasury had 
been looted, while the Somoza family had accumulated a fortune of 
over $500 million.' Along with the material damage, many of 
Nicaragua's normal social structures had also been swept away. The 
problems of reconstruction were huge and the available resources few. 

Faced with the reality of a Sandinista victory, the Carter ad- 
ministration decided to offer Nicaragua limited U.S. assistance, evident- 
ly hoping to prevent the radicalization and dependence on the Soviet 
Union which had occurred in Cuba, and to influence Nicaragua in direc- 
tions acceptable to the United States. A sharply divided Congress ap- 
proved $75 million in economic aid early in 1980, but only after making 
numerous changes in the administration's request. Most of the aid, $70 
million, was in the form of credits rather than grants, with 60 percent 
earmarked for the private sector. The use of the aid was restricted in 
other ways as well; for example, no U.S. funds could be used for any 
educational project involving Cubans, and one percent of the money 
had to be spent to publicize U.S. generosity. Disbursement did not 
begin until September 1980.~ 

In keeping with its stated policy of non-alignment, Nicaragua set 
out soon after the revolutionary victory to expand and divers~fy its trade 
relations and aid sources. Cuba quickly sent teachers and medical per- 
sonnel, followed by economic, technical and military advisers; it was 
the only socialist country to provide significant aid during the 
revolution's first eight months. However, aid was soon forthcoming 
from many pans of the Western world. Mexico became Nicaragua's 
largest single backer, having provided over $500 million in credits by 
mid-1984. Other countries supplying important help included France, 
West Germany, Spain, Holland, Italy, Sweden and Canada. Multilateral 
institutions such as the World Bank and U.N. agencies also played a 
major role, especially in the early years.'0 (See Figure 2.) 

The Soviet Union and other socialist countries (with the excep- 
tion of Cuba) were slower to become involved, but before long they 
too were providing assistance to Nicaragua. While important, this aid 
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Nicaragua: Loans and Lines of Credit Contracted 7/1979-6/1984 
(in millions of douars) 

Africa & Asia 
(5.6%) 1 

/ \ Socialist countries\ 

North America Latin America 

(3.3%) 
(30.3%) 

Western Europe" 
(11.3%) 
$282.9" i\C 

'Includes Inter-American Development Bank, World Bank, Centrdl American 
Bank for Economic Integration and others. 
"Includes $24.6 million in supplier credits from Italian firms. 
Source: Nicaraguan Minisuy of Foreign Cooperation. 
Source: h s w o n g ,  et. al., "Sandinista Foreign Policy" in .h!4CD1, Report on the 
Amm'carVol. XDI, No. 3, May/June 1985, p. 51. Source listed above appeared 
with original table and is reprinted here for the reader's information. Keprinted 
with permission. 

was limited in extent. The State Department's Jacobsen report describes 
Soviet economic aid in some detail, and comments: 

aid from Western Europe and UN agencies has been even more 
substantial, and hence crucial. Furthermore, it must also be said 
that in the context of her overall aid to Third World nations, 
Moscow's commitment to Nicaragua is modest." 

The importance of economic aid from the socialist world grew, 
however, as Western and multilateral sources reduced their assistance 
during the 1980s. This reduction came, at least in part, in response to 
increasing pressure from the United States, which made strong efforts 
to block loans to Nicaragua from international agencies. For example, 
the Inter-American Development Bank (IDB) has made no loan to 
Nicaragua since 1982. In a January 1985 letter to the IDB's president, 
Secretary of State George Shultz urged denial of a loan requested by 
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Nicaragua to develop its private-sector agriculture. In his letter Shultz 
implied that IDB approval of the loan request could jeopardize future 
U.S. support for the bank. A senior IDB official stated in 1985, "I have 
never seen such political pressure on the bank as in the last four years."" 

In January 1981, during its last days in ofice, the Carter administra- 
tion suspended payment to Nicaragua of the $15 million remaining from 
the $75 million aid fund created the previous year. This action was 
based on the charge that Nicaragua was supporting the guerrillas in El 
Salvador with arms, men and supplies. The available evidence indicates 
that arms were sent from ~ L r a ~ u a n  territory to the Salvadoran 
revolutionaries in late 1980 and January 1981, in support of their un- 
successful "final offensive" launched before the Reagan administration 
took office. The evidence also shows that such aid largely stopped early 
in 1981. (This issue is discussed in detail in the following chapter.) The 
incoming Reagan administration, however, continued to accuse the 
Nicaraguan government of extensive arms shipments to El Salvador, 
turned the aid suspension into a permanent cancellation and quickly 
began to organize the remnants of Somoza's National Guard into the 
counterrevolutionary forces now known as contras. 

Accusations Against the Sandinistas 

The Reagan administration's hostility to Nicaragua has been ac- 
companied by a wide spectrum of accusations, not just the charge that 
Nicaragua arms the Salvadoran revolution. The accusations divide 
roughly into two categories: "external" charges that Nicaragua is a threat 
to peace, and "internal" charges of anti-democratic practices. The lat- 
ter include accusations that the Nicaraguan government is a massive 
violator of human rights, suppressing religion and committing genocide 
against the Miskito Indians. Nicaragua's 1984 election is described as a 
"Soviet-style sham," and President Daniel Ortega is portrayed as a dic- 
tator. The Nicaraguan government is said to be systematically destroy- 
ing the private sector of the economy. Both parts of the indictment are 
repeated in The Challenge to Democracy in Central America, pubfished 
by the administration in the autumn of 1986.13 

strictly speaking, the "internal" charges are not relevant to the 
question of U.S. security, and perhaps it should not be necessary to dis- 
cuss them here. The United States does not make war on other 
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Children learning to read during the literacy campaign. Copyright 
Pat Gouvdis, 1986. 

countries, either covealy or openly, simply because their governments 
abuse the civil liberties of the citizens or mismanage the economy. Even 
if the Reagan administration's charges against Nicaragua were fully ac- 
curate-and they are not-the charges would neither explain nor jus- 
tify U.S. policy. Nevertheless, the incessant accusations of 
anti-democratic practices in Nicaragua have been effective in reducing 
U.S. public sympathy for the revolution and increasing acceptance of 
the administration's war policy. Although a full analysis of the widely- 
scattered U.S. charges is beyond the scope of this study," several aspects 
of the indictment deserve brief comment. 

First, it is noteworthy that the positive achievements of the 
Nicaraguan revolution are minimized or totally ignored in all official 
U.S. statements and in much of the U.S. media coverage as well. 
Nicaragua was honored by UNESCO for its 1980 National Literacy Cam- 
paign, which reduced the nation's illiteracyrare among adults from over 
50 Percent to below 15 percent. The revolution has brought health ser- 
vices, especially preventive medicine, to thousands of Nicaraguans who 
previously had no Such care, and in 1982 the World Health Organiza- 
tion awarded Nicaragua its prize for the most significant achievement 
in public health by a Third World nation. Land refom is a third way in 
which many rural Nicaraguans have gained from the revolution, 
Women now have equal social and economic rights under Nicaraguan 
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law, including the laws of Agrarian Reform which changed the tradi- 
tional practice of awardinn land titles onlv to male heads of households. " 
Women have also benefitted from innovative legal programs, child care 
services and other aspects of the "women's revolution within the revolu- 
tion." Any evaluation of the Nicaraguan revolution which ignores these 
and other achievements is distorted at best." 

Second, Nicaragua's record on human rights, continually criticized 
by the United States, is actually far better than that of neighboring 
countries whose governments the United States supports. It is true, for 
example, that the Nicaraguan government and armed forces acted badly 
toward Miskito and other Indian groups during the early years of the 
revolution, leading to serious problems still festering despite recent 
progress toward a solution. But at their worst these abuses cannot be 
compared to the situation which prevailed in Guatemala during those 
same years, where repression and mass murder of citizens, especially 
Indians, took place on an appalling scale. In its July 1985 report on 
Nicaragua, the independent human rights organization Americas Watch 
made this point clearly: 

In Nicaragua there is no systematic practice of forced disappearan- 
ces, extrajudicial killings or torture-as has been the case with the 
"friendly" armed forces of El Salvador .... Nor has the government 
practiced elimination of cultural or ethnic groups, as the [Reagan] 
Administration frequently claims; indeed in this respect, as in most 
others, Nicaragua's record is by no means so bad as that of 
Guatemala, whose government the Administration consistently 
 defend^.'^ 

And yet it is Nicaragua, and not Guatemala or El Salvador, which Mr. 
Reagan calls a "totalitarian dungeon." The latter two countries enjoy 
the support of the U.S. government, as do other nations worldwide 
whose human rights practices are abysmal, such as Turkey and South 
Africa. 

Third, Nicaragua's economic system-a "mixed economy" which 
combines elements of state ownership or control with a large private 
sectoralso cannot really be the reason for unremitting U.S. hostility. 
The United States maintains good relations with socialist countries such 
as Yugoslavia, and is now planning to furnish both military equipment 
and nuclear technology to the world's most populous communist na- 
tion, the People's Republic of China. And despite the "evil empire" 
rhetoric of the past, the United States supplies grain and other products 
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Above and tight: Nicaraguan's celebrating the birth of their con- 
stitution. John lamperti. 

to its socialist superpower rival, the Soviet Union, withwhom in Decem- 
ber 1987 the U.S. signed important arms control agreement. 

Fourth, U.S. actions toward Nicaragua appear designed to wors- 
en the very problems about which the United States comolains. For ex- , . 
ample, attempting to disrupt and discredit Nicaragua's elections, as the 
Reagan administration did, is no wav to encourage democracv there. 
A delegation of U.S. scholars from the Latin American Studies hsocia- 
tion observed the 1984 Nicaraguan election and gave them generally 
high marks for honesty and fairness. But the delegation's report points 
out that 

The range of options available to the Nicaraguan voter on most 
issues was broad, but it would have been even broader if the U.S. 
government had not succeeded in persuading or pressuring key 
opposition leaders to boycon or withdraw from the election. We 
found that the behavior of U.S. officials during the six months 
preceding the elections was clearly interventionist, apparently 
designed to delegitimize the Nicaraguan electoral process by 
making sure that the FSLN had no externally credible opposition 
to run against." 

Six other parties did run in the elections in addition to the FSLN, 
and together the opposition parties won thirty-five of the ninety-six 
seats in the National Assembly. This assembly has since overseen the 
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drafting, revision, and enactment (in January 1987) of a new Nicaraguan 
constitution which, at least on paper, provides strong guarantees for 
human rights and democratic procedures." 

The Reagan administration claims that it favors human rights in 
Nicaragua, and it frequently condemns Nicaragua's "unnecessary" 
military buildup. However, since 1981 the administration has promoted 
and sponsored a covert war against Nicaragua by means of the contra 
forces. This war has involved innumerable direct attacks on the civilian 
population, leading to thousands of casual tie^.'^ The war has been a 
major factor in Nicaragua's military buildup; it is difficult to imagine that 
it could have had any other effect. In addition, Nicaragua's need to 
devote resources to defense has severely restricted its positive programs 
for human development and contributed to coercive measures such as 
the military draft. Thus U.S. policies have in reality impeded Nicaragua's 
steps toward democracy, degraded the human rights of its citizens, and 
made its further militarization inevitable. 

It seems clear, then, that the Reagan administration's accusations 
against Nicaragua have little to do with any U.S. concern for human 
rights or distress over Nicaragua's allegedly anti-democratic practices, 
and a great deal to do with the realities of U.S. politics. The purpose 
of the campaign is to ease public acceptance of a militaristic and ag- 
gressive policy against a small, impoverished country attempting to con- 
struct a new society. 
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Nicaragua's Armed Forces: 
Threat or Defense? 

The administration insists that an ominous and threatening 
military buildup is taking place in Nicaragua. The Sandinista Milita y 
Build-up, a joint State and Defense Department document issued in 
1985, states: 

The Sandinistas realized that, as they pmeeded with their secret 
agenda of fostering a Marxist-Leninist regime and exporting 
revolution throughout the region, they would encounter growing 
resistance From the nations of the region and from the Nicaraguan 
people themselves. The Sandinistas sought to develop a powerful 
military force which could intimidate their neighbors and suppress 
domestic opposition, thereby providing them with a secure base 
for their subversive activities. 

The Soviet Union's geopolitical plotting is said to lie behind the 
Nicaraguan revolution, and this poses the most serious problems of all: 

Consolidation of the Sandinista regime in Nicaragua is a serious 
concern to the United States, for the Soviet Union can and does 
use Nicaragua to cany out Soviet policies in Central America .... As 
the Soviets seek to foment further instability and revolution in 
Central America, they now have a willing accomplice in Sandinis- 
ta-controlled ~ i c a r a ~ u a . ~  

Another 1985 State/Defense publication, The Sovier-Cuban Con- 
nection in Central America and the Caribbean, suikes a similar note 
but puts greater emphasis on the role of Cuba: 

The decisions of the Soviet Union and Cuba to make this invest- 
ment in Nicaragua indicate that Soviet leaders consider Nicaragua 
an important complement to Cuba in the Soviet strategy to increase 
pressure on the United States in the Caribbean   as in.'' 

The administration repeated and amplified these themes in its 1986 
publication The Challenge to Lkmocracy in Central Amen'ca. 

These documents in which the administration states its indictment 
of Nicaragua are highly biased. They do not mention that Nicaragua 
has been at war for most of the years since its revolution-at war against 
armed forces organized, equipped, trained, and paid by the United 



Nicaragua: Where's the Threat? 35 

States. They do not mention the air attacks against Nicaragua or the 
mining of its harbors by the CIA-although they state that Nicaragua 
has acquired anti-aircraft weapons and that the "Sandinista navy" 
operates six small minesweepers. The documents do not mention the 
continual, illegal U.S. flights over Nicaraguan territory, even though 
they are themselves heavily loaded with aerial photos of Nicaragua for 
which no sources are given. TheSandinistaMilitary Build-updescribes 
Nicaragua's use of the draft as if it were some unprecedented evil; in 
fact, Guatemala, El Salvador and Honduras all conscript their soldiers 
and the United States has itself drafted young men into its army during 
many years both of peace and war. Finally, and remarkably, while ar- 
guing the legality of the U.S. intervention in Nicaragua, Challenge to 
Democracy never mentions the clearcut judgement by the Internation- 
a1 Court of Justice (the World Court) that U.S. actions against Nicaragua 
violate international law. 

There is, of course, no question that Nicaragua has greatly built 
up its armed forces since the revolution. When Somoza was over- 
thrown, the Nicaraguan military was left in shambles. In 1980 a U.S. 
government report stated that Nicaragua's armed forces would have to 
be completely rebuilt: 

To an even greater degree than other elements of government, 
the Nicaraguan defense establishment was swept away. Nothing 
remains except for some small arms and the battered remnants of 
other equipment, all of it battle-scarred and most of it fit for little 
mote than salvage. The armed forces of Nicaragua must be entire- 
ly rebuilt, both in personnel and equipment.= 

The Nicaraguan government describes the purpose and structure 
of Nicaragua's reconstructed armed forces as defensive, not offensive. 
Defense Minister Humberto Ortega has specifically denied that 
Nicaragua is preparing for external adventures: 

Our system for the military defense of the country, whose nucleus 
is the Sandinista People's Army, has an eminently defensive 
character and is not aimed toward carrying out military campaigns 
outside of our own tenitory." 

Private assessments within the U.S. government have found Nicaragua's 
claim of a defensive military posture to be credible. According to the 
WaNStreerJournal, a "classified U.S. intelligence report" prepared late 
in 1984 says of Nicaragua's military that "the overall buildup is primari- 
ly defense-oriented, and much of the recent effort has been devoted to 
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improving counterinsurgency capabilities." The same article quotes 
Secretary of State George Shultz's accusation that the Nicaraguan army 
"far exceeds anythng remotely needed for defense in Central America," 
but states that 

The classified U.S. intelligence report prepared late last year con- 
tradicts Secretary Shultz. And figures in the report suggest the in- 
crease in Soviet aid to Nicaragua may have been prompted by the 
escalation of the CIA-backed contra war.24 

Nicaragua clearly has no ability to threaten the United States 
militarily; in particular, it has neither an air force nor a navy capable of 
operating much beyond Nicaragua's own borders. Dangers to the 
United States itself are entirely hypothetical, depending on the possible 
future existence of Soviet military bases within Nicaraguan territory. No 
such bases exist now, however, and their establishment is highly un- 
likely. 

First, the Nicaraguan government has repeatedly stated that it has 
no desire or intention of allowing any foreign bases within the country. 
It insists that Nicaragua's foreign policy is based on non-alignment and 
that as a matter of principle no foreign bases are wanted. Government 
leaders stress that the revolution is being constructed for the Nicaraguan 
people and not to benefit any outsiders, even allies who provide aid. 
Even if such official declarations in themselves carry little weight, the 
stated policy is a plausible one. Nicaraguan leaders realize that Soviet 
bases would be magnets for U.S. attack rather than a protection. 

Second, there is also no evidence that the Soviet Union wants 
military bases in Nicaragua or the obligations which would come with 
them. The Soviet government has repeatedly emphasized Nicaragua's 
need to be able to defend itself. Both Soviet and Cuban leaders have 
been extremely cautious about making promises to Nicaragua, giving 
assurances of their wholehearted political support and "solidarity" but 
never offering any treaty or other commitment which would obligate 
them to intervene directly if Nicaragua were attacked?' 

Finally, the United States has had and continues to have the pos 
sibility of turning Nicaragua's no-foreign-bases policy into a fm treaty 
obligation with ample provisions for verification. This could be done 
in the context of a security treaty for the whole region as proposed by 
the Contadora group of nations, or through a bilateral agreement. 
Nicaragua has declared itself willing to meet legitimate U.S. security 
concerns in a peace settlement and has repeatedly expressed a desire 
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to negotiate its differences with the United States, but the U.S. govern- 
ment has declined to work toward such a ~ettlement.~ 

Military Capabilities 

What are Nicaragua's actual military capabilities? Its active-duty 
forces currently number about 75,000 men and women, plus 44,000 in 
the inactive reserves and unmobilized militia units. (For comparison, 
the active-duty forces of Guatemala number about 43,000, of El Sal- 
vador 49,000, and the figure for Honduras is about 22,000.)27 The U.S. 
military suggests as a rule of thumb that a successful counterinsurgen- 
cy war requires ten government soldiers to every guerrilla. By this stan- 
dard, in view of U.S. claims that there are some 20,000 active contra 
fighters, the size of Nicaragua's army is modest. 

The main component of Nicaragua's army is the infantry, but it 
also has armor and artillery. The Sandinista Military Build-up puts the 
number of tanks at "more than 110" T-54 and T-55 medium tanks, plus 
"about 30" PT-60 light tanks. In addition, there are said to be "more 
than 200 armored vehicles," mostly armored personnel carriers, for a 
total of over 340 vehicles. The report asserts that "The growth of EPS's 
[the Nicaraguan army's1 artillery force has been equally dramatic," and 
states that this force includes twenty-four each of Soviet-made 152 rnm 
and 122 rnrn howitzers, plus multiple rocket launchers and many 
smaller guns. There are also numerous military trucks and other sup- 
port  vehicle^.^ Do these forces constitute an offensive threat, as the 
Reagan administration asserts? 

One military expert who believes otherwise is Lt. Colonel Edward 
King (ret.). Col. King served as a combat and staff officer of the U.S. 
Army, and was liaison to the Joint Chiefs of Staff from the Interamerican 
Defense Council. More recently he has been associate director of the 
Federation of American Scientists. King has made numerous trips to 
Central America and has talked with members of the Nicaraguan armed 
forces ranging from Defense Minister Humberto Ortega to private sol- 
diers, as well as with contra leaders, Salvadoran rebels, and officers of 
the Salvadoran and Honduran armies. His assessment of the situation 
differs radically from the administration's, and takes into account fac- 
tors which the State and Defense Department publications omit. 

For example, in 1984 Col. King visited the town of Somotillo in 
a region of Nicaragua which U.S. military experts agree would have to 
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be the corridor for any armored attack on  Honduras. Here is an  excerpt 
from his report o n  this visit: 

There is no evidence around Somotillo or near the highway a p  
proaching the border of large tank concentrations and offensive 
preparations. No bridge exists over which tanks could cross the 
Negro river into Honduras. Such a crossing would require the for- 
ward movement of heavy bridging equipment or ferries, both of 
which could be readily detected by U.S. intelligence surveillance .... 

The two roads that run north from Managua around each side of 
Lake Managua are not suitable for the rapid sustained movement 
of the tanks or large numbers of heavy supply vehicles needed in 
offensive operations. The narrow and badly maintained road from 
the port of Corinto to Somotillo ...is not adequate for concentrated 
use by heavy fuel tank vehicles .... 

On the basis of observable tank and troop deployments, the con- 
dition of the tanks themselves, the nature of the terrain and road 
network, and the non-appearance of logistic facilities for offensive 
operations, it appears that there is very little evidence in Nicaragua 
to support the frequently voiced possibility of any type of offen- 
sive operation against Honduras by the Sandinista Army. The San- 
dinista armed forces are just not positioned, equipped or supplied 
in a sufficient manner to undertake an attack against ~onduras." 

In another report, Col. King describes in some detail what would 
actually b e  involved in a Nicaraguan tank attack on Honduras. It be- 
comes clear that such a n  attack is not a realistic possibility: 

Once a realistic appraisal is made of the probable outcome of a 
Sandinista offensive against Honduras, El Salvador or Costa Rica- 
one that considers Nicaragua's lack of a trained officer corps, a 
national mobilization or production base, sufficient fuel, as well 
as the absence of an adequate capability in the logistical, medical 
and maintenance services necessary for sustained field combat 
operationsit becomes highly unlikely, if not impossible, to 
believe that Sandinistas would ever seriously contemplate such a 
disastrous course of actionw 

Another military officer skeptical of the Nicaraguan threat is Lt. 
Col. John Buchanan (ret.), a twenty-two-year veteran of the Marine 
Corps. In September 1982, Col. Buchanan testified to a congressional 
subcommittee that: 
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the Reagan administration has distorted the facts to present an ex- 
aggerated picture of the military strength of Nicaragua. In this way, 
the Administration hopes to convince the U.S. public and the world 
that Nicaragua is the primary threat to peace in Central America. 
From what I have seen ... this is simply not true. 

For example, the much-vaunted threat of the Soviet-built T-55 
tanks in Nicaragua is really a hollow threat, given the temble 
mechanical performance of these tanks and the rugged terrain in 
the area which is totally unsuited to tank warfare. No Honduran 
officer to whom I have talked disputes that fact." 

While the numbers have changed since 1982, Buchanan's assessment 
of the threat of invasion by Nicaragua remains the same." 

Air power is vital for any possible offensive, and U.S. intelligence 
has called Nicaragua's air force "one of the smallest and least capable 
in the region."" As of the fall of 1987, Nicaragua has no "first-line" com- 
bat aircraft-supersonic fighters or fighter-bombers. The Nicaraguan air 
force does have sixteen outdated US.- and Italian-built planes of mar- 
ginal capability and condition-possibly useful in support of ground 
forces against the contras but outclassed for aerial combat and outnum- 
bered by the much more modem planes of both Honduras and El Sal- 
vador. (This is true even without the current acquisition by Honduras 
of new high-performance combat aircraft.) Nicaragua also has around 
twenty fixed-wing transports. Nicaragua's most important military 
aircraft are its forty to fifty helicopters, especially the Mi-8/17 troop-car- 
rying helicopters and ten to f&een Mi-24/25 HIND attack helicopters 
obtained from the Soviet union.' These are effective weapons for the 
contra war but, as Col. King comments, still they 

are only helicopters and no match for El Salvador's A-37B's and 
Honduras' A-37B's and Super Mysteres, or the hundreds of U.S. 
camer and land based high performance fighter-bombers in the 
region.)' 

Diplomats and military experts in the region agree that despite their 
value in a counterinsurgency role, these helicopters are not capable of 
much "force projectionn beyond Nicaragua's borders and that "the 
Nicaraguan Air Force still does not pose a threat to nearby countries."' 

Could the inferiority of Nicaragua's air force be quickly reversed? 
The U.S. government has repeatedly warned that advanced Soviet 
fighter aircraft were coming, but so far they have always been wrong. 
Without doubt Nicaraguan military leaders would like to add modem 
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fighter aircraft to their forces, and they insist that they have every right 
to do so. But Nicaragua has chosen to be cautious, and in the hope of 
cooling the regional arms race announced in February 1985 its inten- 
tion not to acquire advanced jet aircraft." (At the same time, Nicaragua 
sent home a hundred Cuban military advisers.) In a May 1986 proposal 
to the Contadora group Nicaragua specifically mentioned military 
aircraft and airfields as a matter for negotiation. However, the Pentagon 
stated in October 1986 that it planned to help Honduras acquire modem 
combat planes to upgrade its air force, already far superior to 
Nicaragua's. In May 1987 the White House announced that the United 
States would supply Honduras with twelve F-5E jet fighters.' 

The United States expresses concern about Nicaragua's improve- 
ment of its airport facilities. The Sandinista Military Build-up describes 
the main example this way: 

In 1982, with Cuban and Soviet assistance, the Sandiiistas began 
constructing the Punta Huete airfield in an isolated area northeast 
of Managua. The principle runway at Punta Huete is 10,000 feet 
in length, making it the longest military runway in Central America. 
When completed, it will be able to accommodate any aircraft in 
the Soviet-bloc inventory .... 

Soviet reconnaissance planes flying out of Punta Huete would be 
able to fly missions along the U.S. Pacific Coast, just as they now 
reconnoiter the U.S. Atlantic Coast from ~uba." 

The Punta Huete airport was actually begun under the Somoza 
regime, with U.S. technical assistance. Somoza, like the present leader- 
ship, wanted to provide the Nicaraguan Air Force with a base separate 
from the civilian international airport serving Managua, which now must 
perform both functions. (The desirability of the separation was under- 
lined in 1983 when CIA-supplied contra planes attacked Managua air- 
port and bombed the passenger terminal.) It is true that the new 
runways at Punta Huete could handle any Soviet plane, just as runways 
built by the United States in Honduras can handle any U.S. military 
aircraft. It is also true that the Soviets could fly reconnaissance missions 
from Punta Huete if the Nicaraguans chose to let them. But Soviet planes 
are already patrolling off the U.S. Pacific Coast from bases located within 
the USSR's territory on the Kamchatka Peninsula. In this respect as in 
others, hypothetical bases in Nicaragua would offer the Soviet Union 
little which it does not already have. 



Nicaragua: Where's the Threat? 

A Nicaraguan view of the Threat. R6ger Sinchez. 

If Nicaragua has no offensive capability or intention, finally, what 
purpose does its military buildup serve? As Col. Edward King dis- 
covered, "Once the origin and the mission of the Sandinista armed for- 
ces are examined, the answer is obvious: to defend the revolution, not 
to export it."@ 
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Why Do They "Defend the Revolution" 
with Soviet Guns? 

U.S. government publications such as The Sandinista Military 
Build-up accuse the Sandinistas of plotting from the start to turn their 
country into a Soviet-Cuban military outpost: 

Contrary to Sandinista assertions that their military build-up has 
been the result of "counterrevolutionary activities" and "foreign 
aggression," the blueprint for the creation of a powerful combined 
arms force ... was drawn at least 2 years before significant armed 
opposition arose. The Sandinistas planned the build-up at a time 
when the National Guard had been routed, the revolution had 
broad popular support, and the international community was high- 
ly supportive--with the United States leading the efforts to provide 
economic assistance." 

This accusation is misleading on at least two counts. First, it sug- 
gests that the early years of the revolution were peaceful and un- 
threatened. In reality, the Nicaraguan revolution had to deal with 
internal disorder, armed attacks, and the threat of counterrevolution 
from the very beginning. Some 3,000 members of Somoza's National 
Guard had crossed into Honduras and been welcomed there. Rumors 
of a counterrevolutionary invasion were widespread in Managua in 
August 1979, and there were cross-border attacks by bands of the ex- 
Guardsmen. Border incidents led to deteriorating relations with Hon- 
duras, including at times fear of actual war. By 1980 several groups of 
contras were raiding from Honduran territory and had proclaimed in 
Tegucigalpa, the Honduran capital, their intention to overthrow the 
Sandinistas. Seven teachers in Nicaragua's celebrated 1980 literacy cam- 
paign were killed by contra "freedom fighters." There were also pock- 
ets of Somocista resistance inside Nicaragua, as well as occasional 
violence from ultra-leftist groups and from common criminals." 

Second, it is hardly surprising that Nicaraguan leaders foresaw the 
danger of much greater threats in the future. They had convincing his- 
torical examples to guide them: the U.S. overthrow of the Arbenz 
government in Guatemala (19541, attacks on the Cuban revolution start- 
ing in 1960, invasion of the Dominican Republic (1965), U.S. complicity 
in military coups in Brazil (1964), Chile (1973) and elsewhere-plus 
the long history of U.S. military interventions in Nicaragua itself since 
the 1850s. Moreover, the Republican Party platform in 1980 expressed 
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strong hostility to the Nicaraguan revolution and implied future attempts 
to overthrow it. 

But why did Nicaragua turn to the Soviet Union and Cuba? Again 
U.S. government charges are misleading. Nicaragua did not receive 
large amounts of Soviet-bloc military equipment until 1982, after the 
U.S./contra war was well underway and after the United States had 
begun major military buildups in El Salvador and Honduras. During 
1979 and 1980 the USSR and its allies sent Nicaragua arms worth $12 
million-defensive weapons such as short-range anti-tank and anti- 
aircraft guns and missiles. In 1981 arms shipments increased to 937 tons 
of material worth about $45 million; nearly all of this was accounted 
for by twenty-five or twenty-six secondhand T-55 tanks from Algeria. 
The tanks weigh thirty-six tons each." (See Figure 3.) 

During its first two years, the new Nicaraguan government tried 
hard to obtain military assistance from the West, including the United 
States. These efforts failed because the U.S. government intentionally 
frustrated Nicaragua's efforts to get arms from any Western source. Con- 
sequently, the Soviet connection was cemented. Thus the United States 
helped bring about the situation about which it now complains bitter- 
I Y . ~  

In September 1979, two months after the revolutionary govern- 
ment took power, Nicaraguan leaders approached the United States 
with requests for both economic and military aid. Their needs were 
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back." The United States applied intense political and economic pres- 
sure, with evident effect. Delivery of the equipment to Nicaragua stalled, 
and there have been no further arms sales by France. President Mit- 
terand privately assured Reagan in March 1982 that delivery of the 
helicopters "would face indefinite delays."' 

An even smaller agreement, worth $5.5 million, was concluded 
with Holland in 1983. Its purpose was to improve the port defenses at 
Corinto, and it is the last recorded Nicaraguan success in obtaining 
military assistance from nations allied with the United States." With 
these exceptions the door to Western military aid was firmly closed, 
and the Soviet Union and its allies became the only sources of supply 
for Nicaragua's military needs. This fact, and whatever degree of de- 
pendence it implies, were the direct result of decisions made in 
Washington. 

The question remains, what are we afraid of in the Nicaraguan 
revolution? One U.S. observer describes the revolution as "something 
new and innovative-a blend of nationalism, pragmatic Marxism, and 
Catholic humanism," and suggests "that is precisely why it was so 
threatening to conservative ideologues in the United States."" Can it be 
that ideas and not guns are the essence of the threat? 

Nicaragua has broken ranks; it no longer marches to Washington's 
tune. So far the United States has refused to accept Nicaragua's decla- 
ration of independence. Current U.S. policy is strikingly at odds with 
the more courageous thinking of a former president of the United States, 
thinking which his own administration did not always put into prac- 
tice: 

Any nation's right to a form of government and an economic sys- 
tem of its own choosing is inalienable. Any nation's attempt to dic- 
tate to other nations their form of government is indefensible. 

-Dwight David Eisenhower 
President of the United States, 1953-1961 



El Salvador: Communist 
Aggression or Civil War? 

Lacking broad popular support, the guerrillas continue to be a 
potent military force because of the extensive support they receive 
from Nicaragua, Cuba, other communist countries such as Viet- 
nam, and radical regimes such as Libya. The unification of the Sal- 
vadoran guerrillas was coordinated by Fidel Castro. 

-Departments of State and Defenee, 1988' 

In an interview with Nmsweek magazine early in 1981, then Am- 
bassador to the United Nations Jeane Kirkpatrick insisted that the 
violence in El Salvador was not caused by social injustice-"a situation 
that has existed for decadesn--but by "the introduction of arms from 
the outside."'That idea has been basic for U.S. policy in Central America 
since 1981. Here is a very different picture of the situation: 

Fifty years of lies, fifty years of injustice, fifty years of frustration. 
This is a history of people starving to death, living in misery. For 
fifty years the same people had all the power, all the money, all 
the jobs, all the education, all the opportunities. Those who did 
not have anything tried to take it away from those who had every- 
thing. But there were no democratic systems available to them, so 
they have radicalized themselves, have resoned to violence. And 
of course this second group, the rich, do not want to give up any- 
thing, so they are fighting. 
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This second statement comes not from a revolutionary or leftist but 
from Jose Napole6n Duarte, now El Salvador's president. Reporter 
Raymond Bonner, who interviewed Duane in 1980, was surprised by 
his sympathetic explanation for the revolution, and adds: 

But what struck me more...was what he [Duartel had not said. He 
had said nothing about Cam or Cuba. He had not mentioned the 
Sandinistas or Nicaragua. There was no talk of the cold war and 
the Soviet Union. (Duarte was to raise those themes later, when 
they reflected the views of the Reagan administration in 
Washington.) What Duarte was saying was that the revolution had 
been caused and fueled by the conditions in El Salvador.) 

Duarte's "fifty yearsn leads back to the Indian and peasant rebel- 
lion of 1932 and the great army massacre and repression which fol- 
lowed it. Among the rebellion's organizers was Augusth Farabundo 
Marti, a self-described communist for whom the present-day guerrilla 
organization, the Farabundo Marti Front for National Liberation (FMLN), 
is named. Communists or not, MartI and his fellow revolutionaries were 
native Salvadorans. Their plans misfired badly and the uprising was 
quickly crushed by the Salvadoran army. 

Historian Thomas Anderson has estimated that the number of 
civilians killed by the 1932 rebels "could not have been more than thir- 
ty-fiven and the total number of casualties they inflicted, including sol- 
diers, was under a hundred persons.' The Salvadoran army, however, 
killed tens of thousands of peasants in retribution; Marti himself was 
executed for his part in planning the uprising. General Hernindez 
Martinez, who commanded the army during the brief fighting and the 
subsequent slaughter, became the strong man of the Salvadoran govern- 
ment and maintained himself in power until 1944. 

El Salvador remained under nearly continuous military rule from 
1932 until the 1980s. In 1960 reform-minded junior military officers suc- 
ceeded in staging a coup; the junta they formed promised steps toward 
democracy including prompt, free elections. The United States, 
however, withheld its recognition-"apparently because the U.S. am- 
bassador thought that some of the members admired Castro."' A second 
coup three months later installed a conservative colonel, Julio Adalber- 
to Rivera, as head of yet another junta; Rivera became president a year 
later. One member of the ousted junta told Congress in 1976 that U.S. 
embassy officials had been hostile to the proposed re fom and open- 
ly supported the second coup.6 In any case Washington immediately 
recognized Rivera's government, about which President Kennedy later 
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remarked that "governments of the civil-military type in El Salvador are 
the most effective in containing communism in Latin America."' 

The legal political opposition to Colonel Rivera's "official" party 
did some serious organizing during the 1960s; the most prominent sec- 
tor of this opposition was the Christian Democratic Party (PDC). The 
PDC's leader was Jose Napole6n Duarte. Duarte was elected mayor of 
San Salvador in 1964, reelected in 1966 and 1968 with large majorities, 
and became the party's presidential candidate for the election of 1972. 
It is generally believed that Duane and his running-mate Guillermo 
Ungo were the true winners, but the government used blatant fraud to 
put its own candidates into office. The 1972 election is widely seen as 
a turning point. As Duarte himself has recently written, "it was during 
that period [after 19721 that the coming violence became in- 
evitable ... faith in the electoral process faded away. Many people con- 
cluded that the powers ruling El Salvador would never permit votes to 
defeat them. Change had to come by other means.'" After 1972 the or- 
ganizing of a mass resistance movement accelerated. 

Another stolen election in 1977-Duarte calls it "the most blatant 
fraud El Salvador had ever known"9-reinforced the message and fur- ., 
ther polarized Salvadoran society. A peaceful mass protest against the 
fraud was attacked by security forces and many demonstrators-some 
accounts say more than two hundred-were shot down. The army was 
in control, peaceful demonstrations were increasingly met with mas- 
sacres in the streets and countryside, and the growing guerrilla resis- 
tance seemed to many the only alternative to an increasingly intolerable 
status quo. 

While extremes of poverty and injustice are an old story in El Sal- 
vador, in recent decades additional factors helped to form a revolution- 
ary situation. One of these was a new current flowing within the 
Catholic church. In her study of the changing role of the church, Penny 
Lernoux says that the 1968 Bishops' conference in Medellin, Colombia 
"produced the Magna Carta of today's persecuted, socially-committed 
Church, and as such rates as one of the major political events of the 
century: it shattered the centuries-old alliance of Church, military, and 
the rich  elite^."'^ 

The church--or parts of the church-adopted a "preferential op- 
tion for the poor." It began to teach that social injustice is sinful, and 
that Christians should work to overcome it here on Earth. Just as im- 
portant as the content of this message were the means chosen to com- 
municate it--the formation of Christian Base Communities (CEBs). This 
process involves local organizing, bringing people together and en- 
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couraging them to take responsibility for their own religious lives. CEBs 
promote consciousness-raising and help develop leadership. These 
developments in the religious sphere strengthened organizing, protest 
and eventually rebellion in other areas of l ie as well. 

One of the first to apply these ideas in El Salvador was Father 
JosC Inocencio Alas, who began organizing CEBs in Suchitoto in 1969. 
In 1970 he was chosen to deliver the church's position at a national 
agrarian reform congress. On the same day that he forcefully addressed 
the congress in favor of reform, Alas was kidnapped from the streets 
of San Salvador. He was found the next day in the mountains, beaten 
and drugged; strong protests from Bishop Rivera y Damas to the military 
authorities probably saved his life." In 1974 peasants from Suchitoto's 
CEBs took part in organizing the first of El Salvador's mass popukar or- 
ganizations. Such organizations, uniting peasant groups and urban 
workers into effective coalitions for change, became another important 
part of El Salvador's political landscape in the second half of the 1970s. 

By 1975 Father Alas was being denounced by the right as a sub- 
versive and a communist; after several other priests were murdered he 
left the country in 1977. By 1978 fifteen priests and nuns had been 
killed, as had many labor and peasant organizers, student leaders and 
others working nonviolently to change Salvadoran society. Still, not 
until Archbishop Oscar Romero was shot and killed in March 1980 while 
saying Mass, and three U.S. nuns and a lay missioner were raped and 
murdered in December of that year by the soldiers of the National 
Guard, did the repression begin to attract much notice in the United 
States. 

The 1979 Coup 
Despite the growing violence, El Salvador had one more chance 

for peaceful change. On October 15, 1979 a "young officers" group of 
a reformist bent led a coup which deposed the military president, 
General Humberto Romero. The successful conspirators established a 
combined military and civilian junta to provide top leadership, 
promised to work for major reforms, and persuaded some of El 
Salvador's ablest citizens to join the new government. 

Three months later the chance was gone. Reform-minded ele- 
ments in the new junta had been unable to gain control over the military 
and the security forces or to halt the violence against the population; 
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more people were kilIed in the first three weeks after the coup than in 
any three-week period of the previous regime." Officially the United 
States supported human rights and social reform, but in practice the 
Carter administration's policies were inconsistent, and often undercut 
the civilian and military reformers in their power struggle against the 
traditional military leadership and the right." The result was a complete 
failure to stop the repression. 

On January 3 and 4,1980, after the true balance of power became 
clear, all the civilian members of the junta and the cabinet resigned 
from the government. A few days later the Christian Democratic Party 
stepped in to preserve the formal civilian-military alliance, and a new 
junta was formed. But this second junta, Like the first one, Lacked the 
power it really needed to govern: control over the armed forces. One 
of the new civilian members, Hector Dada, also resigned less than two 
months later, declaring that "We have not been able to stop the repres- 
sion, and those committing acts of repression disrespectful of the 
authority of the Junta go unpunished." Within a month three cabinet 
ministers joined Dada in leaving the government. One of them ex- 
plained it this way: 

This war, whose dead are, in the majority, peasants and militants 
of the popular organizations, reflects who the security forces and 
the Army consider their principal enemies.'" 

The Christian Democratic Party (PDC) held a convention in March 
1980 to decide its course. Archbishop Romero called upon the Chris- 
tian Democrats to withdraw from the government, stating that their 
presence was legitimizing the repression. The party nevertheless 
decided to remain, and Jose Napole6n Duarte replaced Hector Dada 
in the junta. The decision split the PDC, and the members who walked 
out formed a new group, the Popular Social Christian Movement 
(MPSC). The MPSC soon allied itself with the recently-formed 
Democratic Revolutionary Front (FDR), a coalition of popular organiza- 
tions which provided political leadership to the opposition movement. 

The twice-revamped junta, like its predecessors, was unable to 
control the armed forces or to end the repression. Another shake-up in 
December 1980 ousted the pro-reform Colonel Arnoldo Majano and in- 
stalled Duarte as president of the junta, where he sewed until the elec- 
tions of March 1982. While 1980 had been a year of bloody repression, 
1981 was even worse. That year some 12,500 Salvadoran civilians were 
victims of politically-motivated murder, according to the Archdiocesan 
legal aid office in San Salvador; most of those killings were carried out 
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Two Who Gave Their Lives 

Oscar Arnulfo Romero, born in a remote 
Salvadoran village in 1917, was appointed 
Archbishop of San Salvador in 1977. In 
opposition to conservative currents withii 
the Church, Archbishop Romero s u p  
ported the right of peasants and workers 
to organize "base communities" and in 
the broad 'popular organizations" which 
arose during the 1970s. As growing 
military and death-squad violence claimed 
the lives of thousands of Salvadorans, in- 
cluding priests who were his close 
friends, Romero spoke out more and 
more strongly on behalf of the Salvadoran 
people. In a March 1980 sermon, he is- 

%ivador. 
sued a powerful appeal directly to mem- 
bers of the army and national guard, pleading with them, even order- 
ing them in the name of God, to "Stop the repression!" The next day 
he was murdered while in the act of saying mass. 

Enrique Alvarez Cordova, a member of an oligarchy family, enjoyed 
the advantages that go with great wealth. Educated in the United 
States (prep school and Rutgers University), he was a star on El 
Salvador's national basketball team and a ranked tennis player. But un- 
like many members of Central America's elite, Alvarez was also deeply 
dedicated to the advancement of his country. As a government official 

- 
Counesy MaryknoU Missioners, 

in 1968 he found that efforts at reform 
were thwarted by the opposition of the 
wealthy and the military. Alvarez served 
as minister of agriculture in the first junta 
after the 1979 coup, resigning with the 
other civilians when the junta proved un- 
able to halt repression. In April 1980 he 
became the first head of the FDR, believ- 
ing that "We have exhausted all peaceful 
means" for achieving social change. 
On November 27, a school where the 
FDR executive committee was meeting 
was raided by a hundred armed men, 
and Alvarez and five others were kid- 
napped. meir mutilated bodies were 
found a few days later. 
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by the military and security forces." Nevertheless, at the year's end 
President Reagan certified to Congress that the Salvadoran government 
was making a "concerted and significant effort" to protect human rights 
and to end torture and murder by the military. 

The U.S. Response 

After the coup of October 1979, U.S. policy focused on the search 
for a viable political center. The Carter administration evidently believed 
the Christian Democrats could be the answer, and urged them to join 
the government in January 1980. The United States supported the 
reconstituted junta then and after its second reorganization in March, 
and applauded the junta's claim to be a government of the center, under 
fire from extremists of both the right and left. In reality the military and 
the right wing were steadily regaining power, and the opportunity for 
meaningful reform and an end to the violence was soon gone. His- 
torian Thomas Anderson wrote in 1981: 

In El Salvador the moderate middle has virtually ceased to exist. 
Even moderates like Guillermo Ungo of the MNR have thrown in 
their lot with the leftist forces. The Christian Democrats were long 
thought to represent a "third force" between right and left that 
might bring change without revolution, but the PDC leaders lost 
contact with the mass organizations in the mid-1970s. Many Chris- 
tian Democrats have joined the left.I6 

By this time a complex political struggle had evolved into civil 
war, a fact which the elections to be held in 1982 would not change. 
Early in 1980 the United States resumed "non-lethal" military aid; all 
military aid had been suspended since 1977. The resumption ignored 
a public plea from Archbishop Romero, who urged President Carter to 
withhold military aid since it would contribute to repression of the 

mmh after issuing that plea, on March 24, 1980, Romero 
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ratified and intensified the policy already under way, putting increased 
emphasis on El Salvador's alleged geopolitical importance. Newsweek 
summarized the U.S. position in March 1981: 

Washington has drawn a line in El Salvador against what it regards 
as the global ambitions of the Soviet Union and surrogates such 
as Cuba. "I believe Central America is the most important place in 
the world for the U.S. today," Jeane Kirkpatrick, Reagan's ambas- 
sador to the United Nations, told Newsweek She maintained that 
if the Soviets "get new beachheads, and we're talking about whole 
countries, they will be transformed into military bases."" 

The Revolutionary Groups 

The Communist Party (PCS) was made illegal in El Salvador after 
the 1932 uprising, but managed to operate politically through front 
groups. The PCS generally followed Moscow's advice and did not 
again to promote armed rebellion; instead it concentrated on trade- 
union organizing and electoral politics. This strategy, plus the party's 
support for El Salvador's 1969 war against ~onduras, led to a serious 
split within the left in 1970. The more radical breakaway faction formed 
the first of the armed guerrilla groups, the Popular Liberation Forces 
(FPL). 

The second major guerrilla organization was the People's Revolu- 
tionary .&my (ERP), created in 1971 as a result of divisions within the 
FPL. The ERP's founders were radical students and frustrated Christian 
Democrats, and they continued to criticize the PCS for clinging too long 
to the hope of a peaceful transition to socialism. The ERP, however, 
rejected the FPL's alignment with the Cuban revolution. Within five 

A and much smaller 
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The leaders of the left naturally saw the need to coordinate their 
struggle, and several umbrella organizations were formed. The 
Farabundo Marti Front for National Liberation (FMLN) is a coalition of 
the five armed guerrilla groups, and it is allied with the political leader- 
ship of the Democratic Revolutionary Front (FDR). The FDR's first presi- 
dent was a member of an oligarchy family and former minister of 
agriculture, Enrique Alvarez CBrdova. In the fall of 1980 Alvarez and 
five other members of the FDR executive committee were kidnapped 
and murdered by the military, operating under the cover of one of the 
principal right-wing death squads. At this point Guillermo Manuel 
Ungo, Duane's 1972 presidential running mate, was chosen as the FDR's 
new leader. 

In August 1981 France and Mexico jointly recognized the FDR- 
FMLN as a "representative political force" which should be involved in 
any political settlement in El Salvador. The U.S. government, by then 
deeply committed to military victory and opposed to any compromise, 
was not pleased by this suggestion. A United Nations resolution call- 
ing for a "negotiated political solution" passed the General Assembly 
in December 1981 only after strong U.S. objections. The FDR-FMLN 
leadership responded by reiterating their desire to negotiate. The United 
States was not interested, and any proposal for a settlement which might 
lead to sharing power with the revolutionary forces continues to be 
strongly opposed. 

As the civil war drags on in the late 1980s, El Salvador's govern- 
ment and economy have grown ever more dependent on U.S. assis- 
tance; by the end of 1986 that assistance totalled roughly $2.5 billion. 
The Salvadoran army cannot win the war, but the United States is deter- 
mined not to let it lose. For the people of El Salvador peace and the 
hope of a better life are as remote as ever. 

Arming the Revolution: Is Nicaragua 
Responsible? 

Prior to 1980, the direct involvement of outsiders in El Salvador's 
armed conflict was minimal. The United States had not sent arms to the 
Salvadoran military since 1977; on the other side, there were few claims 
that the guemllas were getting significant help from foreign allies. In 
1980 this picture changed. From a modest beginning that year, the 
United States has supplied the government of El Salvador with military 



equipment worth at least $600 million, wt, 1980 the rebels too 
began receiving arms shipments from allies in ~ u b a  and Nicaragua. The 
U.S. government has argued since 1981 that such foreign aid is largely 
responsible for the insurgency in El Salvador, but there is little factual 
basis for such a belief. As  Napole6n Duane stated in 1980, the real sour- 
ces of revolution lie deep within the country's own history. 

The military equipment of the revolutionary forces has always 
been vastly inferior in both quantity and sophistication to that of the 
government troops. Where do the guerrillas get their weapons? Here is 
how President Reagan addressed that question in 1983: 

I'm sure you've read about guerrillas capturing rifles from govem- 
ment national guard units, and recently this has happened. But 
much more critical to guemlla operations are the supplies and 
munitions that are infiltrated into El Salvador by land, sea and air- 
by pack mules, by small boats, and by small aircrak. These 
pipelines fuel the guerrilla offensives and keep alive the convic- 
tion of their extremist leaders that power will ultimately come from 
the barrels of their guns.'' 

The claims that outside aid is "critical to guerrilla operations" in 
El Salvador, and that Nicaragua is heavily involved in supplying that 
aid, have been made repeatedly by the administration, which uses them 
to locate El Salvador's civil war within the global EastWest conflict and 
to jusufy U.S. Central America policies. But are these claims true? The 
rest of this chapter will survey the available evidence. 

A landing on the beach 
On January 10, 1981, during the last weeks of the Carter ad- 

ministration, the Salvadoran rebels launched what they hoped would 
be their "final offensive." Despite initial rebel successes, government 
forces defeated the attempt within a few days. After the offensive had 
been stalemated, the United States announced that it would resume the 
military aid which had been suspended early in December in response 
to the rape and murder of the four U.S. churchwomen by soldiers. The 
new aid would include U.S. military advisors as well as $5 million worth 
of weapons and equipment. 

The immediate rationale for the restoration was not the stalled of- 
fensive but reports that some 100 foreign guerrillas, plus a m  and sup- 
plies, had been landed on a Salvadoran beach. U.S. ambassador Robert 
White was temporarily persuaded by the invasion report to reverse his 
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opposition to renewing military assistance, and the incident was wide- 
ly reported in the United States. 

According to the Salvadoran government, four or five thiq-foot 
boats brought the invaders from Nicaragua to a coastal village named 
El Cuco. When reporters later visited the landing site, however, the 
evidence they found did not fit this story. There had been fighting in 
the area, but according to villagers the casualties were seven soldiers 
and two guerrillas killed instead of the fifty-three guerrillas claimed by 
the government. Other particulars were also far out of line. Lawrence 
Pezzullo, then the U.S. ambassador to Nicaragua, later described the 
boat landing story as "fictional." Ambassador White soon developed 
serious doubts of his own, but such second thoughts did not get the 
publicity given to the original invasion story and did not alter President 
Carter's reversal on military aid.m 

The "white paper* of 1981 
In February 1981 the State Department published a report entitled 

Communist Inte t jmce in El Salvador. Its summary claimed that the 
paper would present 

definitive evidence of the clandestine military support given by 
the Soviet Union, Cuba, and their Communist allies to Marxist- 
Leninist guemllas now fighting to overthrow the established 
government of El Salvador. The evidence ... underscores the central 
role played by Cuba and other Communist countries beginning in 
1979 in the political unification, military direction, and arming of 
insurgent forces in El ~alvador.'' 

The information in the white paper was said to come largely from two 
major caches of guerrilla documents captured by the Salvadoran 
government, supplemented by "evidence from other intelligence sour- 
ces." Much of the paper describes Salvadoran Communist Party leader 
Shafik Handal's reported travels to a number of Soviet-bloc countries 
in search of support for the rebel forces. The paper gives specific 
figures, announcing that several communist states had offered to sup- 
ply "nearly 800 tons of the most modem weapons and equipment," and 
that "nearly 200 tons of those armsn had reached El Salvador, "mostly 
through Cuba and Nicaragua." Its conclusion has been much quoted: 
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In short, over the past year, the insurgency in El Salvador has been 
progressively transformed into a textbook case of indirect armed 
aggression by Communist powers through Cuba. 

The white paper served as political propaganda to advance ad- 
ministration policy, but it did not stand up when subjected to informed 
criticism. The paper's distortions of history and faulty political analysis 
were underlined by several analysts soon after its publi~ation.~ Among 
others, Phillip Berryman of the American Friends Service Committee 
pointed out some of its major errors: lack of historical perspective; ex- 
aggeration of the role of the Salvadoran Communist Party (PCS), in 
reality one of the less important groups in the FMLN; the pretense that 
the Salvadoran government was a progressive force for reform, attack- 
ed from both left and right; failure to mention the major role of the 
popular organizations; false assertions that the left was without popular 
support; and more. 

Subsequent investigations exposed faulty methodology and fraud 
in the research and writing of the white paper. A June 1981 article in 
the Wall Stmet Journal quoted the paper's principal author, Jon 
Glassman of the State Department, as admitting that parts of it were 
"misleading" and "over-embellished," and that its preparation involved 
"mistakes" and "guessing." Reporters from the Journal and the 
WabingtonPostexamined many of the documents on which the white 
paper was based, and found that they simply did not back up the 
paper's claims. Several of the documents were attributed to people who 
didn't write them; the real authors were often unknown. Statistics were 
"extrapolated." The Post commented that "In one key document the 
State Department dropped a sentence from its translation into English, 
which undermines the Department's characterization of the document." 
And according to the Journal, "Much information in the white paper 
can't be found in the documents at all."" 

The "200 tons" of military supplies said to have reached the guer- 
rillas is one such piece of non-information in the white paper; none of 
the documents mention any such figure. According to Glassman, it was 
"extrapolated" on the basis of "other intelligence," but the Journal 
found the other intelligence unconvincing. The "nearly 800 tons" of 
promised equipment was also an "extrapolation." 

Most important is that many of the documents point to conclusions 
opposite to those reached in the white paper. Instead of a revolution- 
ary force lavishly supplied with arms from communist countries, they 
show that the guemlla groups faced serious shortages and difficulties 
with supply. According to the Post, "In document after document there 
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are reports of rebels short of arms, or looking for ways to buy arms, or 
exhorting comrades to produce home-made arms, or plotting to kid- 
nap wealthy Salvadorans thought to have access to private arsenals." 
As these press reports belatedly made clear, the conclusions of the whlte 
paper were unsupported by the evidence, and were even to some ex- 
tent contradicted by it. The administration's manipulation of the facts 
casts doubt on the existence of any major arms flow to the 
revolutionaries in El Salvador, since if the flow were actually happen- 
ing, genuine evidence should have been easy to produce. 

What weapons do the guerrillas have? 
Many outside observers have visited the rebel forces in different 

parts of El Salvador. Dr. Charles Clements lived and worked in the rebel- 
controlled Guazapa zone during 1982 and 1983. Clements recalls an 
evening in March 1982; an attack was planned to take place the next 
day: 

Around me, the guemllas looked to their sorry store of weapons, 
cleaning and recleaning them and checking their ammunition. 
When they went to battle the next day they would be armed with 
U.S. M-16s, Belgian FALs, German G-3s, plus a few old M-1s and 
.30 calibre carbines. With the exception of a rusty Chinese RPG I1 
grenade launcher--the only non-western weapon I would see all 
year--there were no heavier weapons among them.*' 

Clements's testimony about military matters is credible; before be- 
coming a doctor and a pacifist he was an honor graduate of the U.S. 
Air Force Academy and flew over fhy combat missions as a pilot in 
Vietnam. He writes, "I kept looking for evidence of Cuban or 
Nicaraguan or even Soviet advisors among the insurgents, certain that 
there must be at least a few." But he found none at all. On one oc- 
casion villagers who heard his accented Spanish asked Clements 
whether he was himself a Russian. He explains that "They had heard 
the phrase 'Soviet-backed' insurgency on Voice of America so many 
times that they assumed it was true."2' 

Clements tells of meeting a few foreigners serving with the revolu- 
t ion-a Mexican, an Argentine and a Colombian-but no Nicaraguans, 
Cubans or Russians. He recalls how Raul Hercules, the leader of guer- 
rilla military operations in Guazapa, and other rebels were insulted at 
the implication that they had not made the revolution themselves: 
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We don't need Cubans and we don't need Nicaraguans. And we 
don't need the norteamericanos This is an authentic revolution, 
as yours was. We know what we're fighting for .... 

You noneamdcanos will not control our country, and neither 
will the Soviets$ If we must fight to victory, we will. It is only a 
matter of time. 

A number of journalists have also visited rebel-held areas in El 
Salvador and observed the guemlla forces. Some of these experiences 
are summarized by Raymond Bomer, who agrees with Charlie Cle- 
ments: no Russians, Cubans or Nicaraguans have been observed serv- 
ing with the revolutionary forces, and the guerrillas' weapons show 
little evidence of significant arms support from o ~ t s i d e . ~  

But journalists and other outsiders have seen guerrillas returning 
from raids heavily loaded with equipment captured from the Salvadoran 
army. In addition, the rebels' humane treatment of prisoners has en- 
couraged government soldiers, often unenthusiastic conscripts, to sur- 
render. Prisoners have usually been released, but their weapons and 
equipment remain in rebel hands. The FMLN claims that most of its 
weapons are obtained in this way, and several Reagan administration 
officials told the New York Timesnearly the same thing in 1983 .~  In ad- 
dition to captures, members of the government forces sometimes sell 
U.S.-supplied weapons to the revolutionary forces (as happened fre- 
quently in Vietnam). 

Former Lt. Colonel Edward King is another witness with military 
credentials. He writes that 

There is little public evidence to support the Adminisuation's claim 
that arms continue to be shipped from points in Nicaragua to El 
Salvador for the Farabundo Marti Liberation Front (FMLN), the Sal- 
vadoran rebel forces. 

Visits to FMLN units reveal that those units are critically short of 
crew-served diuect fue weapons and anti-airaaft weapons-all of 
which are readily available in Nicaragua. But none of those 
weapons have been sent to the FMLN, which is forced to attack 
chiefly with rifles, machine guns and captured U.S. moltars and 
90mm guns. And FMLN units are short of ammunition for the 
variety of weapons they use: not an indication of a source of steady 
supply." 
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The 1983 and 1984 Background Papers 
In May 1983 and July 1984 the State and Defense Departments 

published "Background Papers" continuing the exposition of the 
Cuban-Nicaraguan threat begun with the 1981 white paper." The 1983 
paper reports diplomatic contacts and radio or press statements by left- 
ist leaders, plus allegations of arms shipments and claims of insight into 
Cuban strategic thinking. Statements attributed to captured guerrilla of- 
ficers and other prisoners are used to "prove" the complicity of 
Nicaragua and Cuba in arms transports to El Salvador, criminal activity 
in Costa Rica, and other Central American unrest. The paper contains 
no documents and makes many unsupported allegations-for example, 
it offers a map of Central America on which broad multicolored arrows 
point vaguely from Nicaragua toward El Salvador to display "the known 
major infiltration routes" for arms smuggling. The 1983 paper also 
repeats some of the claims of the 1981 white paper, including both the 
figures (200 tons for weapons shipped to El Salvador and 800 tons for 
weapons promised to El Salvador) which the author of the 1981 paper 
admitted were without foundation. 

The 1984 paper contains more new material, although it too 
reprises dubious "extrapolations" from its discredited predecessor. The 
paper describes and exaggerates Nicaragua's military buildup, and as- 
serts that since 1981 "there has been a steady flow of ammunition, ex- 
plosives, medicines and clothing" to revolutionary forces in El Salvador. 
There are also some new specifics: 

Vessels disguised as fishing boats leave from Nicaragua's 
northwestern coast and then transfer arms to large motorized 
canoes which ply the myriad bays and inlets of El Salvador's 
southeast coast. Two active Nicaraguan transshipment points for 
delivery of military supplies to Salvadoran guemllas were attack- 
ed and damaged by anti-Sandinista forces in September 1983. 
These were located at La Concha in Estero de Padre Ramos, 40 
km NW of Corinto. and at Potosi on the Gulf of ~onseca." 

Edward King visited one of these "active transshipment points" 
in May 1984, shortly before the publication of the State-Defense paper 
alleging arms smuggling there. King describes Potosi as "a tiny village 
at the tip of a Nicaraguan peninsula extending out into the Gulf of Fon- 
seca." He reports that "there is only one narrow, muddy, rutted road 
from Potosi to the beach area" from which arms are said to be shipped. 
A building described in the Background Paper as a "warehouse" was 



62 WHAT ARE W!2 AFRAID OF? 

abandoned, as were several sheds noted in the government's aerial 
photograph. King's report continues: 

There was neither a road suitable for uuck traffic nor any sign of 
passage of vehicles carrying heavy cargo to a debarkation 
point .... There was no evidence of the normal residue found at an 
unloading and loading site. Indeed, the surrounding area appeared 
uninhabited. The main road into the Potosi port area is overgrown 
with grass and weeds, not a sign that cargo-bearing vehicles had 
passed through recently .... 

During much of 1983 and 1984, the U.S. operated a radar station 
on Tiger Island in the Gulf of Fonseca and stationed a radar- 
equipped frigate at the mouth of the Gulf. Over a period of ap- 
proximately 10 months this extreme surveillance did not reveal a 
pattern of systematic night-time supply to El Salvador from ~otosi.'~ 

The August 1984 News Briefing 
Government spokespeople sometimes assert that "classified intel- 

ligence information" would prove their case if only they were free to 
reveal it. In the summer of 1984 State Department officials gave classi- 
fied briefings to members of Congress which they said offered evidence 
of the supply of weapons to Salvadoran rebels from Cuba and 
Nicaragua. Finally they presented "about 95 percent of the key infor- 
mation in the briefing" at a public press conference, and the result was 
published as a booklet." 

The briefing described the alleged infiltration of weapons by sea. 
It reported that the Salvadoran army had captured maps in skirmishes 
with guerrilla units. The maps, displayed at the briefing, show supply 
routes within El Salvador which lead inland from the coast. Also on dis- 
play were photos of radar screens aboard U.S. AC-130 aircraft which 
"can see in the nighttime" and which fly frequent reconnaissance flights 
over southeastern El Salvador. The radar was said to show large fish- 
ing boats meeting offshore with much smaller boats. The small boats 
then approached the coast and apparently unloaded something on the 
beach which was carried inland by people using pack animals. Final- 
ly, one of the large boats moved away "in a southwesterly direction 
towards open seas." The origin and destination of the large boats are 
not mentioned. 

Former CIA analyst David MacMichael has commented on this 
evidence: 
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The point of all this was to implicate Nicaragua. So at last we've 
had an intelligence breakthrough! We have taken one of these 
arms ships under surveillance, and of course we're going to main- 
tain this surveillance until we track it back to its base, right? And 
if that base is Nicaragua, that is going to be the feature of the 
presentation. The feature is not the arms going across the beach, 
it is this trawler going back to Potosi or Puerto Sandino or Corin- 
to or someplace else. 

Well, there is no mention of Nicaragua, none whatsoever! What 
can this mean? Assuming the trawler was kept under surveillance, 
it must mean it went somewhere else. And if it wasn't kept under 
surveillance somebody should be courtmartialed. What a fiasco!" 

In the briefing General Paul Gonnan, head of the U.S. Southern 
Command, also described land infiltration routes from Honduras. Again 
there is no indication that the weapons which may have been brought 
into El Salvador came from Nicaraguan territory, much less that the 
Nicaraguan government was responsible for shipping them. Gorman 
noted that a number of U.S.-made rifles captured from the guerrillas 
were identified through their serial numbers as weapons used in Viet- 
nam, rather than weapons supplied to the Salvadoran army. Col. Ed 
King discussed this point: 

It is plausible that some of the M-16s captured by North Vietnam 
were shipped to Russia, then to Cuba and eventually to Nicaragua. 
But it is equally possible that the North Vietnamese sold large num- 
bers of their estimated 100,000 or more captured M-16s to inter- 
national arms merchants in return for desperately needed foreign 
exchan e These gun runners may have then sold the rifles to the 
FMLN. 3 6  . 

If the material made public in this briefing is typical of the clas- 
sified information in the U.S. government's possession, the allegation 
of a major arms flow from Nicaragua to El Salvador would remain un- 
proven even in case all such secrets were revealed. 

What the CIA knows: an insider's testimony 
A former CIA intelligence analyst, David MacMichael, has 

provided an inside look at what the U.S. government really knows about 
the arms traffic; this section is based on an interview with him in Novem- 
ber 1985. MacMichael began working for the CIA in 1981 with an ex- 
tensive background in Latin America, the Far East, and military 
intelligence.' At the CIA he became an "estimates officer," one of fif- 
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teen or sixteen analysts working in support of the National Intelligence 
Council. In the fall of 1981 MacMichael learned about the CIA'S plan to 
organize a military force made up of former Somoza National 
Guardsmen. He took his superiors seriously when they explained that 
the purpose was to interdict the arms flow from Nicaragua to El Sal- 
vador. MacMichael had experience with guerrilla organization in South 
Vietnam, and he immediately asked to see the "prior analysis" of the 
supply system which the FMLN forces used. He discovered, he says, 
that 

It had never been done. So I began to look into that, and then I 
started looking seriously at the question of the so-called arms flow. 
It was readily apparent right away that there was no arms flow 
going on. Oh sure, there had been the period of the famous and 
ill-fated Salvadoran guerrilla general offensive in January 1981 with 
which they hoped to present a fait accompli to the new U.S. ad- 
ministration. At that time the Nicaraguans, along with the 
Panamanians, Costa Ricans and many others, had been involved 
in delivery of arms and other material support to the FMLN. 

When the Reagan adminismtion came in, there was clear evidence 
that arms were going from Nicaragua to El Salvador, either with 
the cooperation of the Nicaraguan government at some level or 
at least without effective action at the top levels to stop it. This 
was roughly November 1980 to perhaps as late as March 1981. 
That evidence was immediately used to cut off the U.S. assistance 
to Nicaragua and to issue very strong warnings that very bad things 
would happen to them if they continued this practice. 

It is at this point that the arms-flow evidence simply disappears. 
That's interesting from an intelligence point of view, because we 
had had evidence over a period of time of all the sort of things 
that you expect to happen if there is a flow: a truck is captured, 
an airplane crashes .... Then it stopped. 

MacMichael's assertion that Nicaraguan supplies to the FMLN 
ended in early 1981 was confirmed by the U.S. State Department at the 
time. On April 1, 1981 the Department announced that U.S. aid to 
Nicaragua, suspended since January, was being cancelled. The New 
York Times reported: 

Paradoxically, the decision to terminate the remaining $15 million 
in aid came as the State Department said that in the last few weeks 
Nicaragua had virtually halted all flow of arms from its territory to 
insurgents in El Salvador. 
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A State Department spokesman said that the Reagan administration had 
made "strong representations" to Nicaragua to halt the flow, and that 

Their response has been positive. We have no hard evidence of 
arms movements through Nicaragua during the past few weeks, 
and propaganda and some other support activities have been cur- 
tailed." 

The spokesman added that the administration was considering a 
resumption of Food for Peace aid "if the favorable trends continue 
there." According to MacMichael the "favorable trendsn-the halt to the 
arms flow--did continue. but the administration did not resume aid to 
Nicaragua. Instead, it prepared to expand the CIA'S covert activities, al- 
ready begun in March 1981, into the contra war. When the administra- 
tion ;oldCongress about these plans in December, it explained they 
were necessary to interdict the (now mostly non-existent) flow of 
weapons and supplies to the Salvadoran revolutionaries." 

MacMichael said that Lany Eagleburger, then assistant secretary 
of state for European affairs, together with a high-ranking CIA officer, 
used the February 1981 white paper to promote the U.S. case: 

They formed a team that went zipping off to Europe directly after 
the new administration came in .... 

The basic strategy was to define the situation in Central America 
as a direct and dangerous Soviet challenge. You would publicly 
identify it as such. Then you would move with resolve and dis- 
patch to face that challenge, knowing it wasn't a real challenge at 
all, and emerge in a very short period with a resounding "victory." 
This would serve all sorts of domestic and foreign political pur- 
poses for the new Reagan administration .... That was the purpose 
of the famous white paper. One is entitled to suspect this whole 
operation. 

MacMichael stressed the political role of the alleged arms flow 
from Nicaragua: 

It's important for people to understand how central this business 
of the so-called arms flow has been to the whole policy pattern. 
You have to go back to 1979 when the pressures were coming on 
the Carter administration. Very strong elements within the Depart- 
ment of State and in the intelligence organizations had been 
violently opposed to the Panama Canal Treaty and to the whole 
approach to policy in the region, where the United States tradi- 
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tion is absolute, hegemonic and unilateral control. The idea of 
sharing control of the Canal Zone with Panama, the idea of bring- 
ing in Mexico and Venezuela as regional secondary powers which 
had direct intereststhis flies in the face of a hundred years of 
tradition and practice in the Department of State, and that sort of 
momentum is not easily changed. 

So the pressure was on Mr. White [U.S. Ambassador to El Salvador1 
to approve a renewal of arms aid. Archbishop Romero had pleaded 
with him publicly not to. What was needed to change Mr. White's 
thinking? 

It was the discovery of an "arms shipment" on the beach near La 
Uni6n. I believe that was a plant. It was so clumsy, so ridiculous 
little trails of grenades leading into the underbrush like in Hansel 
and Gretel! But it was enough, briefly, for Mr. White to bow to the 
pressure and say "Yes, this shows there is an aggression here, a 
Nicaraguan intervention." This took place in January 1981, just 
before the Reagan administration. 

The point I'm making is that arms is the key element. This has 
been used as the legitimating device throughout. 

MacMichael also comments o n  the Background Paper of July 
1984, explaining that members of Congress received a n  advance copy 
of the paper in late June: 

I had already gone public with my charge about the lack of 
evidence for this arms flow. So I was surprised and even delighted 
to see that the specific paragraph dealing with this matter of the 
a m  flow said essentially that there was no arms flow, but there 
were sporadic deliveries of ammunition, medicines and clothing 
coming from Nicaragua. The point is that the former claim of a 
continuing flood, a massive flow of a m ,  had been abandoned! I 
pointed that out to the New York Times and some other people, 
and it went out on the wire. The next thing you know this ad- 
vance copy was being declared a draft, and on July 19 a new 
paper was issued which restored the charge of a continuing, mas- 
sive flood of a m .  

The State Department in 1985 published still another document 
attempting to  prove its case against Nicaragua o n  the arms flow." Mac- 
Michael called this paper "the most mendacious document of all time" 
because it uses deliberate deception right o n  the cover: the title of the 
paper, Revolution Beyond Our Borders, is taken from a speech by 
Nicaraguan Interior Minister Tomis Borge, but he is quoted out of con- 
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text in a manner which suggests the opposite of what he actually said." 
In this paper, MacMichael says, "they have abandoned practically all 
the old proofs," and adds that the paper relies heavily on the statements 
of a "defected and/or captured FMLN officer, Napole6n Romero. Mac- 
Michael had several comments on  this testimony: 

Romero states that he is the man responsible for the supply of one 
of the major branches of the FMLN, the FPL, which has about three 
thousand fighters. It's very interesting that he talks about receiv- 
ing supplies by air up until about February 1981. And he talks 
about a plane that crashed-and that did happen-back in January 
or December. And then there were no more supplies that came 
by air. This is interesting because it directly contradicts the state- 
ments, that have been made by the Department of State over the 
past four years, that these air supplies went on. But they didn't 
seem to notice this. 

This guy [Romerol tells that he was handling 20,000 to 30,000 
rounds of ammunition per month. That's how many rounds per 
guerrilla? Six to eight, ten at most. Thisis the massive flow of arms? 
The Department goes on to point out that this amount of ammuni- 
tion, packed into fifty metal cans, would weigh about 1,340 
pounds, and this could be man-packed by about eighteen people, 
or put on six pack animals, or into one small pickup truck. And 
this is what they are reduced to by their own testimony! This mas- 
sive flow of arms is something you could run out of your aunt's 
garage--and it may well be run out of your aunt's garage for all I 
know. This is the reductio ad absurdum! 

MacMichael said there was n o  convincing evidence about the source 
of this ammunition, adding, 

Of course Napole6n Romero is saying that it's coming from 
Nicaragua. And he could be right; I can't directly impeach 
anybody--except to give you the common-sense dictum of intel- 
ligence analysis that the least reliable source is the defector. The 
very least reliablebecause he's got to sell himself as well as any- 
thing else. 

The World Court Ruling 
When the CIA mined Nicaraguan harbors in 1984, the Nicaraguan 

government appealed to the International Court of Justice in The Hague 
(the World Court) and charged the United States with aggression. In 
May 1984 the court issued a preliminary order requiring the United 
States to stop these attacks and to respect Nicaraguan sovereignty. The 
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Reagan administration argued that its actions against Nicaragua were 
legally and morally justified as "defense" against Nicaragua's "armed at- 
tack" on El Salvador; it was Nicaragua's alleged role in supplying 
weapons to the Salvadoran revolutionaries which supposedly con- 
stituted the attack. In effect, however, the administration admitted the 
weakness of its case by withdrawing from the court's proceedings in 
November 1984. 

David MacMichael scoffed at the claim that the United States had 
convincing evidence which it couldn't present in public because its in- 
telligence sources must be protected: 

In  the case of the World Court, the administration had the oppor- 
tunity to blow the Nicaraguans completely out of the park, if they 
could prove their case about the arms flow. What are they saving 
their "sources and methods" for, the Junior Prom? I know this stuff 
very well, and it's crazy. We have already exposed all the sources 
and methods we could possibly use. 

This business is strange. We publish the pictures that we take from 
illegal overflights of Nicaraguan temtory; we don't care about that. 
We publish the types of radar that we use for surveillance. You 
can go right to Jane's and look it up and see what the attributes 
of these radars are." You might assume that they are protecting 
cryptographic methods, but those no longer count. That's World 
War I1 stuff. 

The other thing is that you don't want to expose an agent. My 
answer to this is that if the agents are any good, why haven't there 
been any results from their information in over four years? Why 
haven't they seized the odd arms shipment or two just to test 
whether the information is any good? And they haven't seized any. 

On June 27, 1986 the World Court issued its ruling in Nicaragua's 
suit against the United States. Although the U.S. government did not 
present witnesses, the court examined U.S. documents such as Revolu- 
tion Btyond OurBorders plus material and arguments submitted before 
the United States withdrew. The decision was that U.S. actions against 
Nicaragua since 1981 are in violation of international law. The claim 
that the United States is acting in "collective self-defense" together with 
Nicaragua's neighbors was rejected both as a matter of law and because 
it lacked a factual basis. The court did find that "between July 1979 ... and 
the early months of 1981, an intermittent flow of arms was routed via 
the temtory of Nicaragua to the armed opposition in El Salvador." But 
the judgement went on to state: 
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The Court was not, however, satisfied that assistance has reached 
the Salvadoran armed opposition, on a scale of any significance, 
since the early months of 1981, or that the Government of 
Nicaragua was responsible for the flow of arms at either period.4z 

U.S. allegations of a continuing, major flow ofweapons from Cuba 
through Nicaragua to the Salvadoran revolutionaries have been an im- 
portant tool which the Reagan administration has used to increase con- 
gressional support for its war efforts in both Nicaragua and El Salvador. 
The arms-flow claims provided the first rationale for U.S. sponsorship 
of the contra forces. But, as the World Court's decision underscores, 
the evidence to support the charges is not there. Nicaragua provides 
the FMLN with political support and sympathy, but little of a material 
nature. El Salvador's bloody conflict remains a civil war, whose causes 
lie in the injustice and repression long characteristic of Salvadoran 
society. The one outside power heavily involved in the war, supplying 
massive economic and military support to the side it favors, is the United 
States. 



Needed: A New Approach 
We surely can not deny to any nation that right whereon our own 
government is founded-that every one may govern itself accord- 
ing to its own will, and that it may transact its business through 
whatever organ it thinks proper, whether king, convention, as- 
sembly, committee, president or anything else it may choose. 

-Thomas Jefferson 

uThe Communists Are Out to Get Us" 

The U.S. approach to Central America has multiple motives, which 
jointly produce one clear result: an inordinate fear of social unrest and 
revolution. Policymakers evidently believe that substantial social 
change may diminish or end the long-established pattern of U.S. 
domination. This fear of losing control is often stated in terms of a need 
to defend the region from Soviet or Cuban influence. It is not political- 
ly palatable in the United States to speak openly of denying the right 
of self-determination to other countries; it is much more acceptable to 
"defend against communist takeovers." 

President Reagan states the challenge to U.S. interests this way: 

Central America has become the stage for a bold attempt by the 
Soviet Union, Cuba, and Nicaragua to install communism, by force, 
throughout this hemisphere.' 

He describes this threat as extending even to the United States itself: 
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The national security of all the Americas is at stake in Central 
America. If we cannot defend ourselves there ... the safety of our 
homeland would be put in jeopardy.' 

The administration asserts that "communist subversion" is "spreading 
southward and northward and creates "the threat that 100 million 
people from Panama to the open border on our south could come 
under the control of pro-Soviet regimes."' 

No pains have been spared in trying to communicate this fearful 
vision to the American public. In an unusually frank comment, Deputy 
Assistant Secretary of the Air Force J. Michael Kelly asserted: 

I think the most critical special operations mission we have today 
is to persuade the American people that the communists are out 
to get us4 

The purpose of that "mission" is to justify the continuing massive U.S. 
military intervention in Central America, and to prepare the way for in- 
terventions in other parts of the Third World as well. 

This study has examined the reality of alleged Soviet and/or com- 
munist threats in Central America. There is a crisis of major proportions 
in the region, and the effects are tragic for the people who live there. 
But the situation does not resemble the fearful picture drawn by the 
U.S. government, which persists in describing Central American con- 
flicts as part of the global EasOest  rivalry. In reality, the roots of the 
Central American crisis lie within the region, in long-established pover- 
ty and oppression. Revolution is a response to this history of injustice. 
The real danger is that local conflicts may be engulfed in regional war 
if the United States continues investing its prestige and power to en- 
sure that fundamental social change does not take place. Alternative 
policies could serve both U.S. and Central American needs far better 
than the present attempt to rely on military power in order to maintain 
U.S. control. 

U.S. Goals: The Rhetoric 
and the Reality 

Administration officials usually describe U.S. foreign policy aims 
in terms of lofty principles. Secretary of State George Shultz, for ex- 
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ample, says that U.S. objectives are "to prevent a wider crisis and to 
bring about a lasting peace": 

And to achieve those ends, the President defined four activities to 
which we have committed ourselves: support for democracy, 
reform, and human rights; support for economic development; 
support for dialogue and negotiations among the countries of the 
region and within each country; and support for the security of 
the region's threatened nations as a shield for democratization, 
development and diplomacy.5 

This sounds fine. But the real intentions of any government can not be 
learned from such statements of principles; instead, they must be in- 
ferred by watching what that government actually does. The actions of 
the United States in Central America, past and present, are clearly in- 
consistent with the goals stated by Mr. Shultz. 

The U.S. government says that human rights and democracy are 
its concern, but the United States has consistently backed regimes which 
trample upon those values. The Reagan administration claims to want 
more democracy and less militarism in Nicaragua, but it pressures 
Nicaragua in the opposite direction by undermining its economy, at- 
tempting to subvert its elections, and above all by sponsoring a bloody 
"covert" war while U.S. troops constantly maneuver just across the Hon- 
duran border. The United States holds up Costa Rican democracy as a 
model, but it is seriously undermining the peace and welfare of that 
nation as well, by pushing it toward conflict with Nicaragua. 
Washington pays lip service to international law while it rejects the 
authority and judgement of the World Court. If peace and democracy 
are really U.S. goals in Central America, these policies are 
countemroductive. 

Nothing shows the disparity between professed ideals and reality 
more clearlv than the methods which the Reagan administration has - 
employed against ~icaragua.~ Its campaign includes economic and 
credit boycotts, shelling and mining of Nicaragua's harbors by the CIA 
and repeated threats of invasion, but the centerpiece is U.S. promotion 
of the contra war. The contra forces are not an uprising of the 
Nicaraguan people; they were organized by outsiders from the rem- 
nants of former dictator Somoza's National Guard. The main target of 
contra attacks has been Nicaragua's civilian society. According to 
Americas Watch, the contras have "routinely attacked civilian popula- 
tions. Their forces kidnap, torture, and murder health workers, teachers, 
and other government employees." Many other observers report similar 
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findings.' Such conduct exactly fits this definition by the U.S. State 
Department: 

T m r b r n  is premeditated, politically motivated violence per- 
petrated against noncombatant targets by subnational groups or 
clandestine state agents8 

Although President Reagan calls the contras "freedom fighters" and the 
"moral equal" of the U.S. founding fathers, by the standards which the 
United States uses elsewhere they are more accurately described as 
murderers and terrorists. 

Copyright 1985 Tony Auth. Reprinted with permission. 

Implementing the vendetta against Nicaragua has been harmful 
to openness and democracy within the United States. The majority of 
U.S. citizens have opposed the contra war since the public first learned 
of its existence; polls taken during 1986 give the same re~ult.~Moreover, 
since late 1986 the press and (in 1987) congressional hearings have 
revealed that U.S. government officials financed and promoted the war 
against Nicaragua using bizarre methods of doubtful legality, methods 
kept secret from Congress and the public alike. The use of such tac- - 
tics, and the disregard of public and congressional opposition, casts 
doubt on the Reagan administration's dedication to democratic orin- - 
ciples at home as well as abroad. The president has in effect claimed 
the right to act outside and above the requirements of domestic and in- 
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ternational law. If tolerated, these actions threaten to subvert the U.S. 
constitution and the rule of law, in the name of national security and 
anti-communism. 

The anti-Nicaragua campaign has also isolated the United States 
internationally and damaged its credibility. The policy has failed to gain 
approval from any important U.S. allies in Europe or Latin America." 
As Vermont Senator Patrick Leahy reported, 

All our allies in the region, including those comprising the Con- 
tadora nations and the Contadora support groups, have publicly 
called on the President to cease aid to the contras .... Our govem- 
ment is in the strange situation of officially and piously endorsing 
the Contadora peace process, while simultaneously ignoring the 
pleas of the very countries who are looking for a diplomatic set- 
tlement that would stop the fighting and reduce regional tensions." 

The Case of Honduras 

U.S. policy in Honduras offers a different but equally clear illustra- 
tion of the contradictions between rhetoric and reality. During the 1980s 
Honduras has become an essential U.S. base of operations in Central 
America. It is the primary staging area for the contra war against 
Nicaragua, and plays an important role in U.S. efforts to defeat the Sal- 
vadoran revolution. In support of these objectives, the United States 
provided Honduras with over one billion dollars in aid between 1982 
and 1987 and has sponsored a major military buildup there. U.S. armed 
forces have conducted maneuvers in Honduras almost continuously 
since mid-1983, often jointly with the Honduran army. As the country 
has been militarized, its national budget has become dependent on U.S. 
aid, producing powerful pressure on the Honduran government to give 
the United States whatever military and political support it asks.I2 

The impact on Honduras itself has been heavy. Most of the 
Yankee dollars have gone, directly or indirectly, into the military build- 
up, and have done little to feed malnourished children or create jobs 
for their unemployed parents." (Some 60 percent of the workforce lacks 
full-time employment.) U.S. aid to the Honduran armed forces has 
strengthened their already great power in national politics; lack of 
civilian control over the military is a major obstacle to real democracy. 
As is sadly predictable, towns in the vicinity of U.S. bases have seen an 
explosive rise in prostitution, which has been called the "growth in- 
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dustry" for women in the military buildup. During the buildup politi- 
cal killings increased sharply, while "disappearances" began to occur 
in Honduras for the first time. 

The thousands of heavily-armed contras, with their military 
leadership in Tegucigalpa and their bases near the Nicaraguan border, 
pose difficult problems for Honduras. Their presence and activities 
create a constant danger of war between the two countries, a war 
neither country wants. Human rights activists have evidence that con- 
t r a ~  were involved in many of the political murders of the 1980s." 
Farmers complain that their livelihoods are being destroyed as contras 
increase their control over land, towns and roads in southern Honduras. 
Even high government officials worry about w%at will happen if the 
contras lose hope of gaining a victory in Nicaragua and make their 
presence permanent. A delegation of members of the Honduran Con- 
gress visited Washington in May 1986 to ask that the contras be removed 
from Honduras, and that the $100 million slated for them be given in- 
stead to the Contadora group of nations for peaceful purposes.I5 

The militarization sponsored by the United States has brought 
many Hondurans to feel they are living in an occupied country. Dr. 
Ram6n Custodio, president of the Honduran Committee for the Defense 
of Human Rights, describes the situation this way: 

Currently the foreign policy of Honduras has been totally subor- 
dinated to the interests of the United States. The presence of a 
foreign army in the form of U.S. troops ... and the armed groups of 
Somocistas on the border financed by the CIA in order to attack 
Nicaragua, all this shows what a sad role Honduras has come to 
play in the history of intervention against its neighbors.I6 

What Does the United States Want? 

These examples indicate that what U.S. policymakers say about 
democracy, human rights and human welfare is not the real basis for 
U.S. strategy toward Central America. Maintaining U.S. dominance in 
the region is the bottom line. Analyst and author Phillip Benyman put 
it this way: "What is the United States up to in Central America? 'Stop- 
ping revolution' would seem to be a coherent and comprehensive 
answer."" 

Why is "stopping revolution" essential? Above all, because the 
U.S. government regards Central America as one small battlefield in the 
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global U.S./Soviet competition for supremacy. Radical social change, 
gains in power by popular mass movements or the political left, striv- 
ings for economic independence and non-alignment internationally- 
all these must be opposed, for they threaten U.S. control and so are 
equated to gains for the Soviet adversary. U.S. actions based on such 
beliefs have had tragic consequences for the people of the region, 
whose lives and concerns count for little in U.S. eyes by comparison 
with the larger issues supposedly at stake there. In its struggle against 
the "evil empire," the U.S. government can sacrifice human rights and 
still believe it is engaged in a righteous fight. 

It would be misleading, however, to attribute current U.S. policy 
in Central America entirely to anti-communism and fear of Soviet in- 
fluence. U.S. intervention in the region is not new; the United States 
has exercised control over Central America since the middle of the 
nineteenth century in all matters it regards as affecting U.S. interests. 
The control was often exerted through non-military pressures, but force 
was used whenever it was thought necessary. As the 1910 Nicaraguan 
adventures of Marine Corps General Smedley Butler underline, the drive 
for hegemony predates the existence of the Soviet Union. No one fan- 
tasized in those days about communist challenges to U.S. security; 
dangers to U.S. commercial interests were quite sufficient to justify 
military intervention. 

Administrations long preceding Ronald Reagan's have regarded 
Central America as belonging within the United States' sphere of in- 
fluence. That belief was clearly stated by Undersecretary of State Robert 
Olds in a 1927 "Confidential Memorandum on the Nicaraguan Situa- 
tion": 

International practice over a long period of time has enforced the 
idea of a dominant inkluence by this country in Central American 
affairs. Our ministers accredited to the five little republics stretch- 
ing from the Mexican border to Panama have always been more 
than mere diplomatic representatives. They have been advisers 
whose advice has been accepted virtually as law in the capitals 
where they respectively reside ... Call it a sphere of influence, or 
what you will, we do control the destinies of Central America, and 
we do so for the simple reason that the national interest absolute- 
ly dictates such a course." 

That kind of control is no longer possible. Even in Olds's time 
U.S. military intervention was not an unqualified success; in Nicaragua 
it led to seven years of fighting against the resistance headed by Augus- 
to CCsar Sandino. The rise and survival of nationalist movements in the 
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region, of peoples and countries asserting their independence, is a trend 
that cannot be reversed. But this has been a bitter pill for U.S. leaders 
to swallow. 

Every U.S. administration since the 1950s has fought against the 
loss of hegemony in the Western Hemisphere, and every adrninistra- 
tion has played on the fear of communism in designing policies to main- 
tain or restore control. There have been "successes," such as the CIA'S 
overthrow of Guatemala's democratic government in 1954, the invasion 
of the Dominican Republic in 1965, and the occupation of Grenada in 
1983. But in a larger sense these policies have failed, for the movement 
toward self-determination has continued to grow. 

What Should the United States Do? 

Current U.S. policy toward Central America is a costly failure. Fear 
is at the bottom of this policy-not fear of Nicaraguan tanks or Sal- 
vadoran guerrillas, but fear of weakening U.S. control in a region suc- 
cessive administrations have identified as "our backyard." It is true that 
when the Nicaraguan people overthrew the Somoza regime in 1979, 
the ability of the United States to order events suffered a setback. But 
only if the world is viewed as a zero-sum game must Nicaragua's move 
toward independence and non-alignment be interpreted as a Soviet 
gain and a U.S. defeat. 

There is fear that the weakening of U.S. control may prove con- 
tagious. Might the Nicaraguan revolution, left free to develop, produce 
a dangerous examplean example, that is, of a successful transfoma- 
tion from an unjust, backward society into one with far greater benefits 
for the majority of its citizens? Such a possibility might prove alluring 
to oppressed people elsewhere. The hypothesis that the United States 
above all fears the idea of a successful revolution goes far to explain 
this country's actions. 

The basis for a more courageous and compassionate approach to 
Central America is not hard to find once the Easmest paradigm and 
the fear of social change are put aside. In its ideals of freedom and 
democracy, the United States has offered the world much to admire. Is 
it not conceivable that a foreign policy could be developed which is 
truly consistent with those  ideal^?'^ Several points will be basic when a 
future U.S. administration attempts to chart such a course: 
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1 .  Keeping Central America free of nuclear weapons and support 
systems is the primary U.S. national security concern in the region. 

The United States is threatened today, as it has been for decades, 
by the possibility of nuclear war. Stopping the nuclear arms race and 
moving toward mutual U.S./Soviet nuclear disarmament should be an 
urgent priority For U.S. foreign policy. Measures toward this goal, such 
as the treaty signed in December 1987 to eliminate intermediate-range 
nuclear missiles, are the best way to advance U.S. security. Further steps 
in this direction, including a comprehensive ban on nuclear weapons 
tests, cuts in nuclear arsenals and a halt to the development of new 
missiles, are essential as well. 

Assuring the nuclear weapon-free status of Central America is a 
legitimate and important U.S. national security concern. This objective 
can be achieved through diplomacy better than through seeking con- 
trol of the region. All the Central American nations have ratified the 
Treaty for the Prohibition of Nuclear Weapons in Latin America. The 
United States should join with other nations to monitor and maintain 
compliance with that treaty, and it should demonstrate its own full com- 
pliance by proving that no U.S. nuclear weapons are based in or con- 
trolled from Puerto Rico or the U.S. base in Guantanamo, Cuba. Efforts 
should then be made to persuade all Latin American nations not now 
participating to join the nuclear-free zone. 

2. The United States shouldproceed to normalize its relations with 
Cuba, both by establishing diplomatic relations and by resuming nor- 
mal trade. 

Peace and stability in the Americas could only gain through im- 
proved U.S./Cuban relations, and Cuba has several times indicated a 
willingness to begin such negotiations. Cuba's relationship with the 
Soviet Union and its military presence in Africa are the stated reasons 
for the continued U.S. refusal to normalize relations, but refusal does 
nothing to alter these policies; it may instead reinforce them, especial- 
ly the first. The United States must acknowledge that Cuba has com- 
pelling historical grounds for fearing U.S. threats to its security, and 
should seek ways to assure Cuba that it will not be so threatened in 
the future. Success could eventually reduce Cuba's dependence on the 
military support of the USSR, and would also remove obstacles to Cuba's 
adherance to the Treaty of Tlatelolco, both of which are desirable goals 
for U.S. diplomacy. 
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3. Peace must bea U.S.priority. As a step toward peace, the United 
States should halt its own warlike activity in the region. 

This must include ending all U.S. support for the contras, ending 
military maneuvers and construction in Honduras, and halting U.S. par- 
ticipation in El Salvador's civil war. It should also include stopping all 
forms of economic warfare against Nicaragua and re-establishing nor- 
mal trade relations. The United States has nothing to fear from any of 
the small nations of Central America, and would run no risk by relax- 
ing its domination. If social conflicts in the region lead to additional 
revolutionary movements taking power, the United States should not 
deny them the acceptance which it has in the past freely offered to 
many military governments that have seized power through coups. The 
United States should seek the withdrawal of any foreign military 
presence at the same time it removes its own; such mutual disengage- 
ment appears to be readily attainable. (See point five below.) 

Militarism has been a curse to the people of Central America. Over 
the years, the military establishments of the region have had very little 
to do with defense against outside attack, and a great deal to do with 
repression of their own populations and the preservation by force of 
unjust social orders. Costa Rica has illustrated the benefits which may 
be gained by limiting the military sector. The United States should work 
to reduce militarism throughout the region. This includes stopping 
direct and indirect U.S. military aid and arms sales there, and attempt- 
ing to persuade other nations to do likewise. 

4 .  The United States should respect international law and live up 
to its treaty commitments, including the United Nations Charter and that 
of the Organization of American States (OAS). 

The United States should accept the judgement of the World Court 
that its attack on Nicaragua is illegal, and should cany out its obliga- 
tions under that judgement. In the future, this country should attempt 
to strengthen rather than to undermine the court's role. U.S. adherence 
to the UN and OAS Charters explicitly rules out the "option" of military 
intervention in another nation, such as the invasion of Grenada in 1983. 

5.  The security of Central America should be assured through 
regional agreements like the proposed Contadora treaty, and through 
international institutions. 

The Contadora process has been the most promising mechanism 
for moving toward regional peace; in 1987 it was supplemented by the 
proposals of Costa Rican President Oscar Arias which led to the 
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process, but it has maneuvered to block agreements and to prevent the 
achievement of peace. 

The four nations of the Contadora group (Mexico, Venezuela, 
Panama and Colombia) began their work toward a solution to regional 
conflicts in January 1983. In the summer of 1984 a proposed treaty was 
developed, and on September 7 it went to the presidents of the five 
Central American nations for signature. The United States called the 
draft "much improved over earlier versions and said it strongly back- 
ed the negotiations. U.S. officials were reportedly confident that 
Nicaragua would not accept the proposed treaty." 

But Nicaragua did accept, offering major concessions to meet U.S. 
concerns. The result in Washington was not joy but dismay, and U.S. 
diplomats quickly set to work to make sure the treaty would not go 
into effect. The Washington Post reported these efforts in a story en- 
titled "U.S. Urges Allies to Reject Contadora Plan." According to the 
Post, 

The United States is urging its allies in Central America to reject a 
regional peace treaty as it now stands, leading some governments 
in the area to doubt that a negotiated settlement is possible there, 
diplomatic sources said this week.. . . 

The U.S. effort already appears to have borne fruit, as these three 
countries in the past week have backed off from previous, unof- 
ficial expressions of support for the treaty." 

The United States was successful in having the treaty rejected. 
This treaty offered the United States almost everything it said it 

wanted: a ban on arms imports by Nicaragua, withdrawal of virtually 
all Cuban or Soviet military advisers, guarantees against foreign bases, 
and the elimination of any shipment of arms from Nicaragua to El Sal- 
vador. To verify all this, a commission was to be set up with members 
from agreed-upon neutral nations which would have had sweeping 
powers of on-site inspection in order to monitor compliance by all par- 
ties to the treaty. But these gains came at a price. The draft agreement 
also called for an end to military intervention by the United States, and 
that was not what the Reagan administration had in mind. 

Another opportunity for Contadora came in 1986. This time the 
United States prevented agreement by threatening that it would con- 
tinue the contra war (with $100 million in newly-approved funding) 
even after Nicaragua signed the proposed treaty. The Nicaraguan 
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government was not willing to move toward military de-escalation 
under these conditions." 

In 1987 Costa Rican President Oscar Arias suggested an alterna- 
tive approach. Meeting in Guatemala City, on August 7 the presidents 
of five Central American nations reached agreement on a compromise 
based on both Contadora and the Arias plan. This accord, known as 
Esquipulas 11, contained some but not all of Contadora's provisions; it 
obligated all five governments to take steps toward reconciliation with 
their unarmed domestic political opposition and to restore full civil 
liberties, while preventing any use of their national territory for attacks 
on other countries or support of guerrilla movements. Other key fea- 
tures of the unsigned Contadora treaty, such as ending arms imports 
and banning foreign military advisors and exercises, were set aside for 
future negotiation.= 

The initial U.S. government reaction to the peace agreement was 
openly negative.'* To millions of Central Americans, however, the 
agreement brought renewed hope for an end to long years of suffer- 
ing and civil war. World opinion was overwhelmingly supportive, high- 
lighted on October 13 by the announcement that President Arias would 
receive the Nobel Peace Prize for his initiative. Washington sub- 
sequently muted its direct criticism, and sought instead to focus U.S. 
public attention on alleged shortcomings in Nicaragua's compliance 
with the accord while ignoring the extent to which other governments, 
especially Honduras', failed to carry out their own obligations. Most im- 
portant, the Reagan administration and its political allies have worked 
to ensure continued U.S. military support for the contra forces, and 
hence for the continuation of the war in Nicaragua. If these efforts are 
successsful, they will undercut the peace agreement at its central point. 

It is folly for the United States to oppose these promising avenues 
to peace. The U.S. government should encourage and support regional 
peace initiatives such as Contadora and Esquipulas 11, both of which 
have included ample provisions to satisfy legitimate U.S. security con- 
cerns. In addition, the United States must be willing to negotiate any 
remaining problems directly with Nicaragua or other countries. 

6.  The United States should seek international arrangements to 
relieve the economic crisis facing Central America. These arrangements 
must respect the right to self-determination of the region's nations and 
the basic human needs of its people. 

The causes of the crisis are many, including falling world prices 
for the region's agricultural exports, rising prices of imports including 
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oil, rising interest rates on foreign debts, and (except for Costa Rica) 
the high costs of military buildups and conflicts. Genuine peace is a 
precondition for a solution to the crisis, and would in itself be a giant 
step forward. A variety of reforms, including in some countries major 
land reform, will also be required. The United States can not dictate, 
but should encourage, such changes. Ending the massive U.S. military 
involvement in the region would save many billions of dollars per year, 
and these funds could be channeled through international agencies to 
promote genuine development and to meet human  need.^.'^ 

These measures are intended to reduce both the suffering now 
caused by small wars and the danger of creating larger ones in the fu- 
ture. Much of that suffering and danger has roots in past and present 
U.S. insistence on hegemony. Recognizing that U.S. security needs can 
be addressed more effectively through negotiations than by seeking 
military control, and that the United States has no economic or politi- 
cal interests in the region which it must impose at gunpoint, makes it 
possible to reject the "needn for domination. 

Ending the U.S. military role in regional conflicts would set the 
stage for a new policy. Turning rhetoric into reality, the United States 
should resolve that peace, human rights and social justice are basic 
values for all people and consider how it might help its neighbors 
achieve these goals. It must be recognized that progress may not come 
easily, even with good intentions. Democracy and respect for human 
rights cannot be exported, least of all by military force; they can at most 
be encouraged when the local conditions are right. 

To make these changes in U.S. policy will take courage--courage 
to put away exaggerated fears of revolution and of communism, and 
courage to accept social diversity and non-alignment. The gains for our 
Central American neighbors could be great, but the United States would 
benefit too. Current policy is a tragic failure; U.S. control has not been 
secured, and the moral standing and credibility of the United States 
have suffered badly. A new policy could repair this damage, and regain 
for the United States a measure of that respect and credibility due to a 
great nation which obeys international law, keeps its agreements, and 
behaves in harmony with the high ideals it proclaims. 
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