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Twenty-five years ago, counterterrorism was called
counterinsurgency, and the Kennedy administration put
much emphasis on it. A big part of it -- and a big part
of what the Reagan administration now wants to do in
Central America -- was a public safety program for
training police. The idea was to make good police forces
out of bad ones, to teach police how to interrogate a
witness without resorting to torture. There was also a
large element of equipment -- such items as radios,
patrol cars, and tear gas.
The trouble was that some foreign police forces took the
training courses, gladly accepted the equipment, and kept
right on beating people up.
Pat M. Holt, former chief of staff of the Senate
Foreign Relations Committee, writing in the
Christian Science Monitor, December 4, 1985.
This is the age of urban terror • . . . Kidnapping and
murder of government officials and foreign diplomats,
arson, bombing, and the killing of policemen on the
street have become increasingly more (sic) common. It
is also the age of politically inspired guerrilla
warfare in some parts of the world. . .• In this kind of
"warfare," a nation's police force is its first line of
defense.
U. Alexis Johnson, Under Secretary of State for
Political Affairs, speaking at the graduation
exercises for the International Police Academy in
Washington on August 13, 1971.
I'm reminded a little bit of deja

VUe

Senator Claiborne Pell, November 5, 1985, discussing the Central American Counterterrorism Act of
1985.

CONTENTS

.......... . .
..
••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••

Ackn.owledgem.ents •••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••
~]Ce \ltjL"E!

f)\lJD ICl~

• • . . 11

I. Introduction

II.

Histo~

~

.

. .. 1

of u.S. Police Training ••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 4
A. Rise of OPS ••••••

................................ ..... ..4

B. Demise of OPS ••••

.11

III. Rolling Back 660 ••••

• ••• 18

A. Reagan Administration Philosophy ••••••••••••••••••••••• 18
B. Early Initiatives Taken by the Reagan
Administration (1983-85) •••••••••••••••••••••••••••.••• 19
1. Exemptions for Costa Rica,
Eastern Caribbean (1983)

•••••••••••••••••••••• 19

2. Administration of Justice (1983-87) ••••••••••••••• 20
3. Anti-Terrorism Assistance Program (1983-87) ••••••• 21
4. Salvadoran Swat Team (1984-85) •••••••••••••••••••• 22
C. Stepped Up Activities by the Administration (1985) ••••• 24
1. The McCollum Amendment (1985) ••••••••••••••••••••• 24
2. Central American Counterterrorism
Proposal (1985) ••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 25
D. Reliance on the McCollum Amendment (1986-87)

. . . . . . . 27

1. Salvadoran Police Aid (1986-87) ••••••••••••••••••• 27
2. Honduran Police Aid (1987) •..•......••......

.29

E. Recent Legislative Proposals on Police Aid (1987)

.31

IV. The Policy Questions ••••••••••

. . . . . . 34

V. The Case of EI Salvador •••••••••••••••

• •• 3·9

A. The Question of Political will •••

• •• 39

1. Human Rights Improvements ••••••••••••••••••••••••• 40
2. Removals Within the Security Forces ••••••••••••••• 43
3. Commission for Investigations ••••••••••••••••••••• 46

4. Reorganization of the Defense Ministry •••••••••••• 50
5. Amnesty and Prosecution of Security Forces •••••••• 54

B. Recent History of Police Training in El Salvador ••••••• 55
1. SWAT Tealll ••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 57

2. Special Investigations and Judicial

Protection units •••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 59

3. Interim Counterterrorism Program -section 660(d) •••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 62
VI. The Case of Honduras ••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 68

A. Human Rights Record •••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 66
B. The Political will ••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 72

C. Recent u.S. Training for Honduran Security Forces •••••• 74
VII. Conclusions ••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 79

.'

ACRHOWLEDGEMEHTS
This report was co-authored by Jim Lobe and Anne Manuel,
consultants to the Washinqton Office on Latin America, and WOLA
Associate David Holiday, who collected some information in
interviews conducted durinq an Auqust 1987 trip to El Salvador.
Other material was qathered in interviews conducted by WOLA
Associate John Burstein durinq an Auqust 1987 trip to Honduras.

i

Executive Summary
Office of Public Safety, 1962-1974
Efforts by the united States to train and equip foreign
police forces have a long history, but it was not until the
revolution in Cuba in 1959 and the election of John F. Kennedy as
President in 1961 that police assistance became a major priority
of U.S. foreign policy in the Third World. The creation in 1962
of the Office of Public Safety (OPS), whose mandate was to
provide u.S. aid to police forces of friendly Third World
governments threatened by insurgency, sYmbolized that new
priority.
OPS aid fell into three categories: (1) equipment, (2) U.S.
in-country advisers providing training for police operations and
management, and (3) additional training for mid- to senior-level
police officers in the united States. In the twelve years of its
existence, the OPS program stationed over 400 advisers in 52
countries worldwide, instructed about 10,700 officers from 77
countries in the united States, trained thousands more in their
home countries, and provided tens of millions of dollars in
equipment for police operations. Next to vietnam and Thailand,
Latin America was the major recipient of aid.
In their training activities, OPS administrators placed
major stress on three philosophical concepts which they
considered vital for success in police operations, particularly
in the context of a counterinsurgency effort. These included:
(1) the professionalization of police forces; (2) humane
treatment of the civilian popUlation and respect for the rule of
law by the police; and (3) the subordination of the police to
civil, as opposed to military, authority.
section 660, Landmark Human Rights Legislation
Despite its spectacular growth, OPS began to decline in the
late 1960s until it was dissolved by Congress in 1974. Its
decline was due to a number of interrelated factors. These
included its perceived failures in south Vietnam, its vulnerability to bureaucratic rivalries within the u.s. government, and
repeated frustrations in countries where the police were answerable to more powerful military establishments. The most important
reason for OPS' demise, however, was the growing perception by
the u.S. Congress and public that OPS was providing aid to police
forces engaged in serious violations of human rights. It was
determined by the u.S. Congress in 1974 that:
ii

u.s. participation in the highly sensitive area of
public safety and police training unavoidably invites
criticism from persons who seek to identify the united
states with every act of local police brutality or
oppression of any kind in which this program operates.
It matters little whether the charges are substantiated, they inevitably stigmatize the total u.s. aid
effort.
As a result, Congress in 1974 passed section 660 of the
Foreign Assistance Act which forbade any u.s. aid to foreign
police forces. section 660 became a landmark in the human rights
legislation that followed over the next five years.
Despite the intent of section 660, a number of agencies were
exempted from its scope: most importantly, the International
Narcotics Control Program (INC), the Drug Enforcement Administration (DEA) , the Pentagon, notably through its International
Military Education and Training (IMET) program, and the Central
Intelligence Agency (CIA). Since the demise of OPS, all of these
agencies have provided aid to foreign security forces that have
served police or paramilitary functions.
Reagan Administration Chips Away at Police Aid Ban
Senior policymakers in the Reagan Administration, which came
to power in 1981, believed that the ban on police aid hindered
u.s. foreign policy. Without seeking the outright repeal of
section 660, the Administration undertook a series of steps whose
effect was to roll back Section 660 by allowing exemptions from
its coverage. In 1983 the Administration gained informal
acquiescence from the Congress for police aid to Costa Rica and
the Eastern Caribbean as well as approval for a new "AntiTerrorism Assistance Program" (ATA) , which provided for u.s.
training and equipment to foreign police forces engaged in
deterring international terrorism. At the same time, the Administration launched initiatives designed to aid the governments
of EI Salvador and Honduras, in particular: first, -by gaining
congressional approval for an "Administration of Justice Program"
(AoJ) designed to enhance the investigative and prosecutorial
capabilities of Salvadoran authorities; and second, beginning in
1984, to use military aid funds to train and equip a SWAT team in
E1 Salvador as an urban counterterrorist force.
In 1985, following terrorist incidents in EI Salvador and
Lebanon in which u.S. citizens were murdered, the Administration
succeeded in doubling aid for its ATA program and ga1n1ng
congressional passage of the McCollum Amendment -- section 660(d)
-- which permitted the reprogramming of military aid funds to
police forces in E1 Salvador and Honduras. Later that year, the"
Administration formally submitted its Central American Counteriii
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terrorism Act of 1985, which would have effectively lifted the
ban on police aid for all u.s. allies in the region. When it
became clear in late 1985 that the proposed legislation was
unlikely to reach the House and Senate floors, the Administration
abandoned its efforts to secure its passage and instead resorted
to reprogramming procedures available under the McCollum Amendment to provide police aid to El Salvador in 1986. To date, the
Administration has provided more than $8 million in police aid to
El Salvador under the McCollum Amendment. In late August 1987,
the Administration signaled its intent to provide an additional
$9.1 million in police funds under 660(d) for El Salvador before
the end of the 1987 fiscal year, but settled for $7.3 million in
non-lethal aid after resistance from Congress. Similarly, it has
notified Congress that it will provide some $3.4 million in
police aid funds to Honduras under the same authority.
Police-aid programs under the Administration of Justice
Program (AoJ) and the ATA program have already become widespread.
In addition to El Salvador, Guatemala, Honduras, Costa Rica,
Uruguay, Peru, Colombia and several Eastern Caribbean nations
have received assistance under AoJ. Middle Eastern countries
have received much of the ATA funding. Other recipients include
Guatemala, Honduras, El Salvador, Costa Rica, Jamaica and the
Philippines.
The Policy Questions
Despite the importance of Section 660 as a benchmark in
the historic human rights legislation of the 1970s, the Administration has encountered surprisingly little resistance on
Capitol Hill in its efforts to roll back the police-aid ban.
While congressional opponents stopped an overarching "Central
American Counterterrorism Program" put forward by the Administration in 1985, they have not prevented the continued expansion of
police aid by other means, particularly to Central American
governments.
In arguing in favor of renewed police aid to Central
American governments, the Administration has emphasized several
points, including: (1) the urgency of the threat posed by
terrorism in the region, and (2) the manifestation by the governments and security forces in the region of the "political will"
to reform their institutions in ways that will enhance their
observance of human rights and the rule of law. With respect to
the latter point, the Administration has stressed improved human
rights performance by the security forces in question and the
willingness of these forces to subordinate their authority to
their new, democratically-elected civilian governments.
critics question these assertions, arguing instead that the
security forces have not demonstrated a commitment to the rule of
law and to the supremacy of civilian authority. These critics
iv

contend that Congress should take a closer look at the actual
performance of the security forces over the last several years.
In addition, before allowing the further abandonment of section
660, the similarities and differences between the Administration's proposals today and the experience of OPS from 1962 to
1974 should receive greater scrutiny.
This report examines the case for and against police aid in
two countries -- El Salvador and Honduras -- where the Administration is seeking to expand its police aid programs.
The Case of El Salvador
El Salvador has been a major focus of the debate over police
aid. In justifying the aid it has provided and wishes to provide
El Salvador, the Administration has argued that its government
has shown the requisite "political will" to justify exempting
Salvadoran security forces from Section 660. In support of this,
the Administration cites (1) improvement in the human rights
record of the security forces, (2) the removal of some members of
the security forces linked to grave violations of human rights,
(3) the formation of commissions to investigate notorious
assassinations in which the security forces have been implicated,
and (4) the reorganization of the pUblic security forces under
the Defense Ministry to enhance civilian control of the police.
critics argue that these developments, however well-intentioned,
fall far short of demonstrating the kind of political will needed
to warrant SUbstantially increased police aid.
These critics, including prominent human rights organizations, maintain that the human rights performance of the Salvadoran security forces, while improved, remains terrible. They
find the steps taken to remove security force members linked to
human rights violations too few and too equivocal to demonstrate
any change in the fundamental character of the police forces.
They charge the commissions formed to investigate notorious human
rights abuses to have been completely ineffective. Furthermore,
they doubt whether the reorganization of the security forces
under the Defense Ministry really amounts to a "civilianization"
of those forces, as they will still be responsible to a military
official, the Defense Minister, rather than a civilian, such as
the Minister of Justice. To date, these critics point out, not a
single officer of El Salvador's security or armed forces has been
prosecuted for a human rights abuse.
The Case of Honduras
The case of Honduras is also germane. As with of El Salvador, the Administration argues that the Honduran security
forces have demonstrated the required "political will" to reform
and subordinate themselves to civilian authorities and the rule
of law. Critics do not agree, noting that the security forces,
v

which remain responsible to and part of the military high
command, have shown no inclination to respect the rule of law or
subordinate themselves to civilian authority. They note the
experience of the early 1980s, in which the CIA reportedly
trained a special intelligence unit under the armed forces high
command in what were supposed to be urban counterterrorism
techniques. The special unit, originally called "Special
Investigations" and later renamed "Battalion 316," operated as a
clandestine death squad responsible for the disappearances and
murders of as many as 200 people in Honduras, according to the
1987 testimony of Florencio Caballero, a former operative in the
unit.
Critics have also focused on the role of Honduran Major
Alexander Hernandez, a graduate of the OPS International Police
Academy who commanded the special unit/death squad in its early
years. Hernandez was named in January 1987 to head the advanced
officers training school of the Honduran police force, FUSEP.
That school was a recipient of u.S. police aid in 1986, although
such aid reportedly ended in 1987. Opponents of police aid
believe that Hernandez's prominent position, his history, and
responsibility for police training in Honduras demonstrate the
lack of reform of that country's security forces.
The Current Debate
The critical question for Congress to consider in its deliberations over future u.S. police aid to these countries is
whether the Administration makes a convincing case that its
current and proposed police aid programs in the region will not
suffer the same fate as the OPS programs of the 1960s and early
1970s. In making its case, the Administration has relied on
three major arguments:
(1) Unlike during the OPS period, the present era is
marked by a shift by the countries of the region
towards democratic rule;
(2) With the greater consciousness among u.S. policymakers about the importance of human rights, renewed
police aid will not be as susceptible to abuse as
before. Respect for the rule of law, human rights, and
the importance of civilian control over police forces
will be given priority in all police training by the
new u.S. programs; and
(3) The security forces in the region have themselves
shown the needed "political will" to reform and subordinate themselves to civilian authority, to respect
human rights and the rule of law, and to
"professionalize" themselves.

vi

critics say these arguments do not hold. In the first
place, most of Latin America was ruled by democratic governments
during the high point of OPS programs in 1968. OPS-aided
security forces, especially in Uruguay, Guatemala and Chile
played an important role in the rise of repression and eventual
military takeover in those countries.
Second, critics argue that the Administration has failed to
credit the original OPS program for its repeated stress on
concepts such as civilian control of the police, "professionalization," respect for the rule of law, and what it called "humane"
treatment of the civilian population. Concepts now promoted by
the Reagan Administration as critical to the success of police
aid programs were actively promoted by the organizers and
administrators of the Office of Public Safety during its twelve
years of existence.
Third, critics contend that the record established by the
security forces in El Salvador and Honduras with respect to the
"political will" to reform and subordinate themselves to civilian
authority does not bear out the Administration's claims.
Congress needs to take a closer look at the experience of
the OPS and the current Administration's plans for expanding
police aid before allowing a greater erosion of legislation that
has served as a landmark in U.S. human rights law.

vii

I.
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Introduction

In 1974, the u.s. Congress voted to end a twenty-year program
under which the united states provided direct aid in training and
equipment to police forces around the world.

It did so primarily

as a result of the growing perception both at home and abroad
that u.s. police aid was contributing directly to repression by
civilian security agencies and personnel in recipient countries.
This repression included politically motivated detentions,
torture, killings and disappearances.

The 1974 ban on police aid

by Congress was a major landmark in the human rights legislation
enacted during the 1970s.
In 1983, the Reagan administration launched a campaign to
reverse that Congressional decision.

High on its list of priori-

ties was the renewal of police training for Central American
countries, some of whose security forces have committed and
continue to commit serious violations of human rights.

Although

that effort at sweeping change was rebuffed by Congress, the
Administration has gradually expanded police training over the
past few years in Central America. The Administration argues that
the changes that have taken place in both the security forces and
their governments over recent years justify renewed and expanded
police aid.

It also contends that Washington has itself learned

from the mistakes of its previous failed police training efforts.
Renewed u.s. aid to these police forces, according to the Ad1

ministration, should not only help shield their relatively new
civilian governments from what the Administration sees as a
rising tide of terrorism in their countries, but should also act
as an essential component in the construction of durable democracies there.
critics argue that the security forces of E1 Salvador and
Honduras, in particular, have not shown themselves willing to
engage in the kind of reform that would justify resuming a u.S.
police aid program.

In the absence of such reform, including a

thorough purge of security force officers known to have engaged
in serious violations of human rights, u.S. police assistance may
result only in enhancing those forces' repressive capabilities,
according to major human rights organizations.
In countries such as E1 Salvador, Honduras and Panama,
moreover, the police forces are controlled by military, not
civilian authorities.

And although the Guatemalan police

technically answer to the Interior Ministry, active-duty military
officers play command roles in the police force.

A 1986 report

by the Congressional Arms Control and Foreign Policy Caucus
recommended that police aid be provided only to units operating
under civilian authority.1

until the military and security

forces of these nations demonstrate a genuine commitment to the
rule of law and civilian authority, such observers believe

1 Arms Control and Foreign Policy Caucus, Police Aid to
Central America: Yesterday's Lessons, Today's Choices, August 13,
1986.
2

renewed u.s. police aid may only

weaken prospects for building

democracy.
critics also believe that the Administration has not taken
sUfficiently into account Washington's previous experience in
foreign police.

In the absence of a comprehensive analysis of

what went wrong with that program -- which during its twelve-year
history trained thousands of police in the Third World and spent
more than $12 million in aid to Central American security forces
alone -- any new effort is likely to repeat earlier mistakes.
The following discussion is designed to provide a brief
review of the history of Washington's police assistance programs,
particularly the rise and demise of the Office of Public Safety
(OPS) which directed most of these efforts; the enactment in 1974
of Section 660 of the Foreign Aid bill, which banned u.S. aid to
foreign police forces; the erosion of Section 660 during the
1980s, particularly as it has affected u.S. actions in Central
America; and current administration proposals to provide more
police aid to the countries of Central America.

It will also

review briefly recent u.S. efforts at providing aid to the
security forces and the judicial administration in El Salvador
and Honduras.

3

II. History of u.s. Police Training2

Efforts by the united states to train foreign police forces
have a long history.

During the first half of the twentieth

century, the u.s. military, particularly the Marines, helped
create and train the police forces of "friendly" governments,
such as Nicaragua's National Guard. 3

After World War II and well

into the 1950s, the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) and
specialized units of the u.s. Armed Forces worked with foreign
police.

In 1954, the Eisenhower administration established the

Public Safety Program in the State Department to train foreign
police in traditional crime suppression functions.

A.

Rise of OPS
As John F. Kennedy was inaugurated President in 1961, the

successful revolution in Cuba and growing insurgencies in the
Congo and Indochina prompted a reassessment of U.S. strategy in
the Third World.

"Counterinsurgency" became a major focus for

the new Administration -- a preoccupation that manifested itself
2 Much of this account is based on an article by University
of South Dakota political science Professor Thomas D. Lobe
entitled "The Rise and Demise of the Office of Public Safety"
published in Armed Forces and Society, Vol. 9 No.2, Winter 1983,
pp. 187-213, and Professor Lobe's unpublished dissertation, U.S.
Police Assistance for the Third World, University of Michigan,
1975.
3 Other examples were Haiti, Cuba, and the Dominican
Republic.
4

not only in the creation of the Green Berets as an elite unconventional fighting force, tailor-made for Third World conflicts,
but in the belief that Third World police, in the words of a 1962
Pentagon document, "constitute the first line of defense against
subversion and insurgency.,,4
To stress the priority given by the new Administration to
police aid, Kennedy determined that u.s. police initiatives
should be centralized in one agency to avoid duplication and
competition with other police programs traditionally run by the
CIA, the Pentagon and the state Department.

Kennedy, and the

counterinsurgency specialists who advised him, were especially
leery of basing the new agency in the Pentagon which, as a
military institution, was thought likely to relegate the new
program to a low priority and to blur the critical distinction
between police and military functions.

In the end, it was

decided that the Agency for International Development (AID) would
be the best home for the new agency, despite misgivings by AID's
director that police programs had no place in a bureaucracy whose
purpose was to promote economic development in Third World
countries. 5

But the counterinsurgency experts who prevailed in

4 U.S. Department of Defense, "U.S. Overseas Internal
Defense Policy," September 1962, p. 10.
5 Lobe explains why the Kennedy administration was so keen
on keeping OPS away from the Pentagon: "The police/paramilitary
forces that the Defense Department had created were more military
than civilian -- simply suppressive, not political. It was feared
that the military bureaucracy would merge the police program with
its own priorities.CI [counterinsurgency] ••• was a political
instrument, not a military bludgeon. " He cites a 1962 National
Security Action Memorandum stating: " •.. the President desires that
5

the debate argued that the stability and order guaranteed by
effective police forces were essential for successful economic
and political development in the Third World.
Thus was born in 1962 the Office of Public Safety (OPS).

Its

mandate was to provide to foreign police forces (1) equipment,
(2) U.S. in-country advisers on police operations and management,
and (3) additional training as of 1963 at the newly-established
International Police Academy (IPA) in Washington for mid- to
senior-level Third World police officers. 6
From its beginnings in 1962, OPS grew rapidly.

At its zenith

in 1968, the office was administered by almost 600 employees.

In

that year, it provided some $60 million in aid to the police
forces of 34 countries and trained some 700 foreign police at IPA
headquarters.
By the time pf its demise in the mid-1970s, OPS had stationed
over 400 "Pub1ic Safety Advisors" in some 52 countries worldwide.
During its twelve-year history, it instructed over 10,700
officers from 77 countries at the IPA and other schools.
careful consideration be given to intensifying civil police
proqrams in lieu of military assistance where such action will
yield more fruitful results in terms of our primary internal
security objectives." Lobe, U.S. Police Assistance for the Third
World, p. 46.
6 The IPA was based on the Inter-American Police Academy
created by AID in 1962 in the Panama Canal Zone. According to
Lobe, OPS director Byron Engle concluded that the Panamanian
academy, which was located in the heart of an army installation,
conveyed the wronq impression to its students. It was difficult
to impress upon police trainees "a sense of the separation
between police and military" there. Ibid., p. 62.

6

Thousands more were trained in their home countries. 7

The total

cost of the program between 1962 and 1975 came to about $300
million8 or $800 million in 1986 dollars. 9

Aside from vietnam

and Thailand, Latin American countries were the largest recipients of u.s. police aid during the period.

Washington provided

over $42 million in equipment and training for police to Latin
American security forces and trained over 2,000 Latin American
police officers. lO

These included 79 Salvadorans, 97 Hondurans,

293 Guatemalans and 115 Costa Ricans.

According to AID docu-

ments, El Salvador received $2.1 million and Guatemala $5.6
million in eqUipment and weapons alone under the OPS program.
Much of OPS money and effort focused on four key areas:
intelligence, training, administration and police support services.

The program sought to train police forces to use intel-

ligence aggressively; to determine what the enemy was doing
before anything serious was done, rather than sitting in police
stations waiting for something to happen.

Expanded patrolling

was one important result, improved communications equipment and
7 Comptroller of the U.S., "Stopping u.S. Assistance to
Foreign Police and Prisons," Report to Congress, General Accounting Office (GAO), 1976, p. 10.
8 Lobe, "The Rise and Demise of the Office of Public
Safety," pp. 192-3.
9

Arms Control and Foreign Policy Caucus, Ope cit., p. 4.

10 "The Central American Counterterrorism Act of 1985,"
Hearings Before the Committee on Foreign Affairs, u.S. House of
Representatives, 99th Congress, 1st Session, u.S. Government
printing Office, Washington, DC: 1986, p. 42.

7

establishment of nationwide radio networks were others.

Police

intelligence became centralized. ll
ops also sought to mUltiply the effect of its own training
through the creation of national police training schools.

These

schools were supposed to develop national standards and a cadre
of "modern" police officers.

It was in this field that OPS felt

it was most successful. 12
OPs sought to improve police administration and management by
creating a corps of competent police leaders who were independent
of the military.

An additional priority was establishing more

centralized administration and unified command structures.

OPS

also sought to build up police support services such as maintenance garages, driver training and pistol ranges. 13
Throughout OPS's twelve years of operations, its administrators stressed the importance of what today might be called "human
rights" or "community relations" training designed to reform and
professionalize the police organizations themselves.

As noted in

a 1965 official u.s. government report:
Because of the vital importance of an effective
police force it is essential that u.s. assistance.
not be limited to technical matters •.. but that it
be used to the extent possible as leverage to
achieve overall reforms needed to insure effectiveness •••. Particular attention should be paid to
promotion of the concept that the police should be
and should be known as the servants rather than
11

Lobe, u.s. Police Assistance for the Third World,

p. 93.

12

Ibid., p. 99.

13

Ibid., pp. 96, 98.
8

the oppressors of the people and in the development of an honest noncorrupt system of police
enforcement. 14
This exhortation to respect the rights of the local population was a constant theme of OPS. During hearings in 1965,
.'

then-AID Administrator David Bell stressed that " •.• the united
states has very great interests in the creation and maintenance
of an atmosphere of law and order under humane, civil concepts
and control."

OPS directives also emphasized the importance of

encouraging "the development of responsible and humane police administration and judicial procedures."

Above all, according to

then-OPS director Byron Engle, quoted in the Los Angeles Times in
1963, it was important to prevent the situation in which "an
oppressive police force drives a deep wedge between the people
and their government."
This was echoed constantly by officers responsible for OPS
operations.

Addressing a graduating class at IPA in 1971, for

example, U. Alexis Johnson, then-Under Secretary of State for
Political Affairs, told the police graduates:
••• judgments as to the effectiveness of the entire
govern mental structure may easily be formed on
the basis of how well the police perform them. An
efficient, professional, competent, and honest
police force will, in my opinion, do more to
promote a positive perception of a government than
almost any other aspect of national administration •
... [The police] must ... insure that expressions of

14 U.S. Department of State, Agency for International
Development, AID General Notice, November 30, 1962. See, also,
Lobe, U.S. Police Assistance for the Third world, n. 12.
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discontent are not repressed as long as they are
made with proper respect for the law.
This is a critical point, I think, because we must
each of us develop an environment in which the
people will not look upon the police as a repressive organization which they must fear but rather
as keepers of the law.
If the police, operating within the framework of
their government's laws, are able to maintain an
atmosphere of freedom, if they have an understanding of the pressures and desires for change
within the country and can permit them to be
expressed within the bounds of accepted practice
and the confines of the law, then the societies
they represent can grow and develop in a manner
that will benefit the in habitants and the community of nations. lS
In addition to exhortations to respect the rights of local
citizens, OPS administrators sought to strengthen the police as a
civilian institution vis-a-vis the armed forces of the recipient
government.

While the word "civilianization," like "human

rights," had not yet become common usage among u.s. foreign
policYmakers, U.s.-trained police were often seen by OPS as more
responsive to civilian authority than the military, which tended
not only to be more brutal and indiscriminate in its repression
of dissent, but more nationalistic (and hence less susceptible to
u. S. influence).

15 u. Alexis Johnson, "The Role of Police Forces in a
Changing World," Department of state BUlletin, Sep. 13, 1971, p.
282.
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B.

The Demise of OPS
Despite these priorities and the spectacular growth achieved

by OPS during the 1960s, the agency was dissolved by order of
Congress in 1974.
Scholars attribute its dramatic decline to several factors. 16
These include the u.S. failure in vietnam, particularly the
failure to build a successful police force there.

OPS also found

itself vulnerable to more powerful bureaucracies, such as the
Pentagon and the CIA, as well as AID itself, after many of its
protectors from the Kennedy era left Washington during the late
1960s.
Yet another factor contributing to OPS' decline was the
failure to fulfill its mandate of building up effective and
"professional" Third World police forces.

This was particularly

true in countries where the military carried considerable political weight and guarded its prerogatives jealously.

In most of

these countries, the military and political elites consistently
sought control over police departments.

This was particularly

true in some Latin American countries where police leadership was
frequently rotated and where top police officers were invariably
assigned from the ranks of the army, so that the loyalty of the
police remained with the military forces.

Police officers long

cultivated by OPS were often dismissed, transferred, ,or demoted
if they threatened entrenched interests, and'OPS-designed police

16 Lobe, "The Rise and Demise of the Office of Public
Safety," pp. 193-209.
11

units were sometimes qutted. transferred, or converted into riot
squads or paramilitary units under direct military command. 17
Most important, both the American public and the Conqress
became convinced that the proqram itself was contributinq to
serious human riqhts abuses by the police forces it trained.

An

early critic, Senator Wayne Morse, noted in 1965 that even if OPS
qoals were worthwhile, "these proqrams are beinq conducted in
countries where we have little or no control [over] the purposes
for which they will be used •••• Just what we think we can teach
the Dominican police that they did not learn for themselves in
Trujillo's days is hard to understand.,,18

Publicity reqardinq

OPS aid to notoriously repressive police forces in Iran, Uqanda,
Brazil and Uruquay, as well as OPS support for the notorious
"tiqer caqes" of Con Son in South Vietnam, contributed to the
qrowinq conviction that the police aid proqram was qivinq the
United States a bad name.
In 1970, Dan Mitrione, an OPS officer workinq in Uruquay, was
assassinated by Tupamaro querrillas who accused him of advisinq
Uruquayan police on torture and other interroqation methods.
"State of Sieqe," a feature film based on Mitrione's murder, was
released shortly afterward and enhanced the perception that the

17

Ibid., p. 196-7.

18 u.S. Conqress, Committee on Appropriations, Foreiqn
Assistance and Related Aqencies, Hearings Before the Committee on
Appropriations, 88th Congress, 2nd Session, October 17, 1965, p.
72.
12

united states was qivinq direct support to police forces practicinq torture.
Subsequently, in an Auqust 1974 syndicated column, Jack
Anderson described testimony qiven by students from the OPS's
International Police Aqency (IPA) which appeared to advocate the
use of torture in police investiqations -- revelations which
spurred conqressional concern. 19
Sentiment on the Senate Foreiqn Relations Committee was
already turninq aqainst the OPS proqram in 1971.

In a committee

staff memorandum, entitled "Guatemala and the Dominican Republic," the authors concluded that despite years of OPS traininq
and assistance, the Guatemalan
police are widely admitted to be corrupt and are
commonly held to be brutal •••• After fourteen
years, on all the evidence, the teachinq [by OPS]
has not been absorbed •••• The Guatemalan police
operate without any effective political or jUdicial
restraints, and how they use the equipment and
techniques which are qiven them throuqh the public
safety proqram is quite beyond united States
control ••.• Furthermore, the united States is
politically identified with police terrorism ••••
On balance, it seems that AID public safety has
cost the United States more in political terms than
it has ~ained
in improved Guatemalan police efficiency. 0
19 A SUbsequent GAO evaluation of the proqram found no
evidence to support alleqations that IPA trained its students in
brutal methods, See "Stoppinq U.S. Assistance to Foreiqn Police
and Prisons," p. 14.
.
20 "Guatemala and the Dominican Republic," Staff Memorandum,
Committee on Foreign Relations, U.S. Senate, December 30, 1971.
Subsequently, formerly classified documents have come to light
indicating that an official in the U.S. Embassy in Guatemala City
believed that the OPS program there may have played some role in
the creation of a death squad active in 1970, called "Ojo Por
ojo," or "Eye for an Eye." One document obtained by the office of
13

By 1973, such reports and disclosures resulted in increased
Congressional debate and increased pressure to terminate what had
become an extremely controversial and politically costly program.
Abuses such as torture, disappearances and killings by repressive
governments increasingly implicated U.S.-trained police or even
the u.s. trainers themselves.

In December 1973, Congress passed

an amendment to the Foreign Assistance Act of 1961 directing that
foreign-aid funds no longer be used to assist police forces in
foreign countries.

Training foreign police in the united States,

however, was not prohibited.
Following new disclosures in 1974 of OPS-trained police
abuses, Congress took up the question once more.

The Senate

broadened the 1973 prohibition to include police traininq in the
United states and prevailed over a less restrictive House version
in conference committee deliberations in which Senator Hubert
Humphrey (D-MN), a long-time OPS supporter, played a decisive
role.

The result -- passage of Section 660 of the Foreign

Assistance Act -- provided that:

Rep. George Miller under the Freedom of Information Act describes
this new group and its activities, but also includes a handwritten
note, evidently from someone in the Embassy, which states: "This
is what we were afraid of with increased public safety support."
The document described the suspected members of the Ojo Por Ojo as
a special commando unit trained and equipped by OPS personnel.
Another FOIA document obtained by Rep. Miller's office indicates that in El Salvador an OPS "investigations adviser" provided
aid to "ORDEN," a paramilitary informant network cited in 1978 by
the OAS Inter-American Human Rights Commission as "havinq ••• committed torture and physical and psychological mistreatment in some
cases."
14

None of the funds made available to carry out this
Act ••• shall be used to provide training, or advice,
or provide any financial support, for police,
prisons, or other law enforcement forces for any
foreign government or any program of internal
intelligence or surveil anc~
on behalf of any
foreign government within the United states or
abroad.
The legislation also expressed the "sense of the Congress"
that aid to any government that imprisons citizens for political
purposes or engages in a consistent pattern of gross violations
of human rights should see its U.s. aid ended or substantially
reduced. 21
The conference report stated the rationale behind the action:
U.s. participation in the highly sensitive area of
public safety and police training unavoidably
invites criticism from persons who seek to identify
the united states with every act of local police
brutality or oppression of any kind in which this
program operates. It matters little whether the
charges are substantiated, they inevitably
stigmatize the total U.s. aid effort. The cost of
public safety programs are better left to be
underwritten from local resources, and the U.s.
assistance effort directed toward less sensitive
areas of social or democratic development •
. Passage of Section 660 was considered a major breakthrough by
the human rights community at the time and a benchmark in the
human rights legislation that was to follow during the next four
years.
The legislation enacted in 1973 and 1974 did.not, however,
end all U.s. assistance to foreign police forces.

Only that

covered by the Foreign Assistance Act was terminated.

Exempted

from the new law were the International Narcotics Control Program
21

GAO, op cit., p. i.
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(INC) administered by the Department of state and the Drug
Enforcement Administration (DEA) of the Justice Department.
Until 1971, OPS

managed narcotics programs abroad, and, after

Congress enacted section 660, funding for INC programs rose by
some 600%, much of it concentrated in countries which had
previously been major recipients of OPS aid. 22

The DEA simil-

arly became more involved in police training programs abroad as
part of its drug control efforts.

Much of the training and

equipment used by OPS in its programs -- interrogation, undercover operations, computer data systems -- have been used by the
DEA and INC in their operations. 23
Similarly, the Pentagon -- through its International Military
Education and Training (IMET) program -- has been able to provide
assistance to local police forces, primarily by training military
officers who are then assigned to police duties or by providing
aid to military units which are engaged in paramilitary activities.
Finally, the CIA was never barred from working with local
police forces and is reported to have trained special police
units in such operations as intelligence, interrogation, and

22

Lawyers Committee for Human Rights, internal memorandum.

23 Leaders of an elite narcotics control police force in
Bolivia, trained and financed by the DEA, participated in a major
coup attempt against the civilian government of President Hernan
siles Zuazo in June 1984.
16

counterterrorism.

Most recently, the CIA is reported to have

engaged in such training in Lebanon and Honduras. 24

24 Joe Pichirallo and Edward Cody, "U.S. Trains Antiterrorists," The Washington Post, March 25, 1985.
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III. Rolling Back 660

A. Reagan Administration Philosophy
Despite these areas in which the United states has continued
to provide assistance to foreign police forces, the Reagan
administration has made little secret of its desire to roll back
Section 660 so as to resume comprehensive assistance to police
forces of friendly countries.

One of OPS's foremost defenders

during the period of its demise, Ernest Lefever, was the Administration's first -- albeit unsuccessful -- nominee for the
post of Assistant Secretary of State for Human Rights and
Humanitarian Affairs.

The man who eventually succeeded to that

post, the present Assistant Secretary of State for Inter-American
Affairs, Elliot Abrams, has often arqued in favor of lifting or
substantially reducing the scope of Section 660, which, he has
contended, makes it difficult to help foreign police forces
improve their human rights behavior.
A more overt assault by the Reagan administration on Section
660 began in 1983 with the adoption of what Michael Posner,
executive director of the Lawyers Committee for Human Rights
(LCHR), described as an "ad-hoc, incremental approach to dismantling" the police-aid ban. 25

Exceptions were granted over the

next few years for Costa Rica and the Eastern Caribbean, special

25 Sam Zuckerman, "U.S. Criticized for Violating Ban on
Training Foreign police," Interlink Press service, May 21, 1985.
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programs known as Administration of Justice and Anti-Terrorism
Assistance, and eventually for El Salvador and Honduras.

B. Early Initiatives Taken by the Reagan Administration (1983-85)
1. Exemptions for Costa Rica, Eastern Caribbean (1983)
The first of these steps involved limited programs unlikely
to result in the kinds of abuses which contributed to the demise
of oPS.

with little controversy, Congress and the Administration

agreed informally in 1983 to allow military aid to flow to Costa
Rica's national police force on the grounds that it also functions as that"country's only military force.

Similar justifica-

tions were cited for the training of police forces of the Eastern
Caribbean.

This informal agreement got a legislative stamp of

approval in 1985 with the passage by Congress of section 660(c)
of the Foreign Assistance Act, sponsored by Rep. Bill McCollum
(R-FL).

The amendment held that the police-aid ban does not

apply:
to a country which has a longstanding democratic
tradition, does not have standing armed forces, and
does not engage in a consistent pattern of gross
violations of internationally recognized human
rights.
Although sparking little controversy in Washington, the
arrival of u.S. military advisers in Costa Rica in 1985 "provoked
public objections, a shouting match in the Costa Rican Congress
and an acrimonious debate within the Government over whether the
request had been a mistake," according to the New York Times.
A senior Costa Rican Government official said
President [Luis Alberto] Monge had had serious
19

misgivings about inviting the American advisers.
The Minister of Public Security, Benjamin Piza
Carranza, requested they be sent, the official
said. Although President Monge was unhappy with
the request, the official said, he did not rescind
it out of fear of straining American good will. 26

2. Administration of Justice (1983-87)
Congress and the Administration also agreed to provide monies
from the Economic support Fund (ESF) in 1983 and 1984 for an
"Administration of Justice Program" (AoJ) designed to finance and
train a small Judicial Protection unit of prison guards to
protect jurors, jUdges and witnesses in EI Salvador at the 1984
trial of the murderers of the four u.S. churchwomen who were
slain in December 1980.

This unit was also to provide similar

services in other sensitive prosecutions in EI Salvador.
A second aspect of the Administration of Justice Program for
EI Salvador was the establishment, funding, and training of a
Special Investigative Unit of the Salvadoran police answerable to
a civil prosecutor, rather than the normal police command.

This

unit, which received extensive training from the FBI in Puerto
Rico, was to investigate major cases of human rights abuse, such
as the killings of the u.S. land reform advisers in 1981, the
1980 assassination of Archbishop Romero, as well as other
26 Joel Brinkley, "Costa Ricans at Odds Over u.S. Army Advisers," The New York Times, May 19, 1985.
piza was later rewarded with a rare "photo opportunity" with
President Reagan in Washington because of his help in allowing
construction of a secret resupply airstrip in northern Costa Rica
for use by the contras. Alfonso Chardy, "North Got Foreign
Nations' Aid," The Miami Herald, November 20, 1987.
20

notorious killinqs, in hope of brinqinq the perpetrators of those
crimes to justice.

Altoqether $9.5 million in ESF monies were

earmarked for AoJ.
By fiscal 1986, AoJ had expanded into a $20 million-a-year
proqram to support efforts "to enhance prosecutorial and jUdicial
capabilities and protection for participants in jUdicial cases;
notwithstandinq section 660 of this Act," and "proqrams to
enhance investiqative capabilities conducted under judicial or
prosecutorial control."

In Latin America, AoJ projects have been

launched in Uruquay, Peru and Colombia.

Since January 1986,

police officers with investiqative responsibilities in Guatemala,
Honduras, El Salvador, Costa Rica and the Enqlish-speakinq
Caribbean have received traininq throuqh the u.S. Justice Department's International Criminal Investiqation and Traininq Assistance Proqram (ICITAP), as part of the AoJ proqram.

The House

Foreiqn Affairs Committee suqqested a $25 million cap on AoJ for
fiscal years 1988-89.

3. Anti-Terrorism Assistance Proqram (1983-87)
Also approved by Conqress without much controversy in late
1983 was a new State Department-administered proqram called the
"Anti-Terrorism Assistance" (ATA) proqram.

Conqress appropriated

$2.5 million in FY 1984 and $5 million in FY 1985 under Section
571 of the Foreiqn Assistance Act for the traininq and equipment
of foreiqn police forces for the purpose of "deter[rinq] terrorist qroups from enqaqinq in international terrorist acts such
21

as bombing, kidnapping, assassination, hostage taking and hijacking."

Such assistance, according to the Act,
may include training services and the provision of
equipment and other commodities related to bomb
detection and disposal, management of hostage
situations, physical security, and other matters
relating to the detection, deterrence, and prevention of acts of terrorism, the resolution of
terrorist incidents, and the apprehension of
those involved in such acts.

Middle Eastern countries have received much of the ATA
funding.

other recipients include the Philippines, Jamaica,

Costa Rica, Honduras, EI Salvador and Guatemala.
Two 1985 incidents in which u.S. citizens were specifically
targeted provided ammunition for the Administration's campaign to
roll back section 660 and for its efforts to expand ATA.

The

June killings by Salvadoran guerrillas of four u.S. Marine guards
and nine civilians, two of them American, at an outdoor cafe in
the Zona Rosa section of San Salvador, and the hijacking by
Palestinians of a TWA jetliner to Beirut in which a u.S. serviceman was brutally beaten and killed, provoked shock and
outrage from the American pUblic and lawmakers.

Congress

subsequently authorized the doubling -- to $9.84 million per year
in FY 1986-87 -- of funds for the ATA program.

The Administra-

tion has requested the same level of ATA funding for FY 1988.

4. Salvadoran SWAT Team (1984-85)
More controversial was the decision in 1984 by the Administration, apparently without consulting Congress, to use military-aid funds to train and equip a SWAT team in El Salvador made
22

up primarily of members of the Treasury police, one of the three
major Salvadoran internal security forces and the one traditionally regarded as having the worst human rights record.

The

function of the team, Which, according to a State Department
spokesman, "would operate under the direct control of the
Salvadoran armed forces chief of staff ••• , is strictly urban
counterterrorism -- hostage or barricade situations and the like
-- and is not concerned with routine law enforcement.,,27

Some

congressional critics claimed u.S. backing for the team was in
flat violation of section 660.
Previously, the Pentagon had trained some 2,800 police in
National Guard and Treasury Police units in El Salvador since
1982 under the justification that they performed military, rather
than police, duties. 28

until 1984, the Administration had depicted these new
measures as "exceptions" to section 660, but in May of that year,
thenAssistant Secretary of State for Human Rights and Humanitarian Affairs Elliott Abrams signaled the Administration's
desire for a more sweeping revision, complaining before a
congressional subcommittee that the law served as an obstacle to
u.s. efforts to improve the human rights practices of governments
engaged in torture.

"There are still a large number.of police

forces in the world where they simply don't understand that they
27

Zuckerman, supra.

28

Arms Control and Foreign Policy Caucus, op cit., p. 14.
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can effectively do their work without indiscriminate violence and
brutality," Abrams testified. "Perhaps if they learned a little
more about modern professional police tactics," he added, "they
would be more effective and more compassionate.,,29

C. Stepped Up Activities by the Administration (1985)
1. The McCollum Amendment (1985)
One result of the Zona Rosa killings in El Salvador was the
July 1985 passage of an amendment to Section 660 -- often
referred to as the McCollum Amendment -- which permitted military
aid funds to be reprogrammed to provide support for police forces
in El Salvador and Honduras. 30
Under the reprogramming procedures worked out between Representatives Bill McCollum (R-FL) and Michael Barnes (D-MD), the
President must inform the House and Senate 30 days in advance of
sending police aid to Honduras or El Salvador and submit a report
in which he must determine whether the security forces in those
countries have made "significant progress" in eliminating
29 cited in Holly Burkhalter and Alita paine, "Our Overseas
Cops," The Nation, september 14, 1985, p. 197.
30 The immediate needs of the Salvadoran police in the Zona
Rosa case appeared to be vehicles, which would have allowed police
to reach the scene of the incident more rapidly. A recent
congressional report says that in June 1985 some 115 police cars
and trucks were sold to the National Police under a $1.3 million
Export-Import Bank guaranteed loan. The State Department failed
to inform Congress of the Exim package, which had been approved in
June, prior to congressional passage of the McCollum Amendment.
See Arms Control and Foreign Policy Caucus, Bankrolling Failure:
united States Policy in El Salvador and the Need for Reform,
November 1987, pp. 10-11.
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torture, detention of political prisoners, incommunicado detention, and long-term detention without trial.

Funds for the

program would be taken from already appropriated monies, and the
pertinent committees would have 30 days in which to review the
request and respond under ordinary reprogramming procedures.

2. Central American Counterterrorism Proposal (1985)
Apparently dissatisfied with these new exceptions to section
660, the White House soon requested a blanket exemption from the
police aid ban for all of Central America and Panama.

On septem-

ber 27, 1985, .the Administration submitted its "Central American
Counterterrorism Act of 1985":

a $54 million package for both

military and police aid whose net effect would be to lift the ban
on police aid for all u.s. allies in the region.

According to

the State Department letter accompanying the request:
Terrorism is now the main component of a strateqy
to overthrow the non-communist governments of the
region and damage u.s. interests there •••• The
governments of the region require an effective
intermediate response to the terrorist threat.
Professional police and military counter-terrorism
forces, thoroughly trained in the importance of
protecting the rights of citizens, would
provide this •.. option.
Despite the rising tide of anti-terrorist sentiment in the
country, Congress reacted coolly to the new proposal, particularly due to its late intrOduction into an already-crowqed legislative calendar.
After protracted debate, only the Senate Foreign Relations
committee acted on the bill.

On December 5, it approved by a
25

15-1 vote a compromise version worked out primarily by Senator
Richard Lugar (R-IN), chairman of the committee, and Senator
Christopher Dodd (D-CT) which provided only $22 million of the
total request.

The committee rejected the $27 million military

part of the package, as well as the requests for police aid to
Panama, where the national guard's reputation was charred by
reports of electoral fraud, the murder of a prominent opposition
leader, and the forced resignation of an elected president.

A

one million dollar witness protection fund was retained as part
of the bill.
Among the conditions attached by the Committee was a requirement that the President report to Congress on the human rights
performance and progress towards jUdicial reform in the recipient
country, a ban on participation of intelligence agency personnel
in the program, and a prohibition on the transfer of cattle prods
or other instruments of torture.

In addition, the Committee

would allow no police aid to Guatemala until requested by an
elected civilian president.
Despite efforts by Senator Lugar, the amended package never
reached the Senate floor before the end of the 99th Congress.
His efforts were thwarted both by procedural problems and a
threat by Senator Tom Harkin (D-IA) to filibuster the bill in the
event that it was taken up on the floor.

26

D. Reliance on the MCCollum Amendment (1986-87)
When it became clear, however, that the Congress was unlikely
to act on the Central American Counterterrorism Act before the
end of the year, the Administration opted to resort to the
reprogramming procedures provided under the McCollum Amendment
Section 660(d) -- to obtain new assistance for the Salvadoran,
and eventually the Honduran, security forces.

1. Salvadoran Police Aid (1986-87)
On October 29, 1985, the State Department formally notified
the House and Senate Foreign Affairs Committees of its intent to
reprogram approximately $4.5 million in unexpended military aid
and ATA monies for the training and equipment of Salvadoran
police forces.

As described by the State Department submissions,

the "interim program," as it was called, was desiqned to meet
three objectives:

to respond to the "querrilla threat to repeat

a Zona Rosa-type attack against u.S. personnel"; to begin
strengthening the counterterrorism capabilities of the public
security forces; and to initiate a program designed to enhance
lithe evolution of a public security force system distinct from
the military."
Pursuant to the reprogramming procedures laid out in the
McCollum Amendment, the State Department submitted with the
request a report on the human rights situation in El Salvador
which angered critics in Congress, who considered it a whitewash.
The report found that
27

[in] contrast to the past, there is no credible
evidence that human rights violations of any kind
occur with even tacit government consent.
Despite the urgency with which the Administration pressed its
case, the relevant Congressional committees declined to act
quickly on the matter, and the reprogramming was not formally
approved until the last days of January 1986.

No hearings by the

relevant committees were held on the request.
Of the funds reprogrammed for police training in El Salvador
in fiscal 1986, $3.1 million were actually disbursed.

The funds

were used primarily to train and assist the National Police and
secondly for the National Guard and the Treasury Police.

A cadre

of Salvadoran officers supervised by u.S. military advisers
trained more than 2,000 members of the Salvadoran security forces
under the program.
In response to a second reprogramming request, Congress
approved an additional $6.7 million for El Salvador in 1987, of
which $5.6 million was spent on weapons (inclUding 12-gauge
shotguns and 9mm pistols), vehicles and radio equipment. 31
In August 1987, the Administration submitted its third
request for police aid under Section 660(d).

The new certifica-

tion requested permission to reprogram $9.1 million before the
end of the 1987 fiscal year.

The certification accompanying the

request claimed that the police aid program "has met, or exceeded, expectations across the board and has uniformly fulfilled

31 Interview with Jim Callahan, State Department Desk
Officer for El Salvador, July 30, 1987.
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the criteria of human rights improvements on the part of the
public security forces. 1I

The report blamed guerrillas for the

majority of the current human rights abuses.

It asserted that

"credible allegations of physical abuse by the security forces
are now rare," while conceding the police are responsible for
such abuses as food and sleep deprivation, forced exercise and
psychological pressure under interrogation.

It also conceded

that only ten percent of the Salvadoran prison population
consists of convicted criminals; the rest are awaiting trial.
The report praised the Salvadoran security forces for maintaining
"a policy of deliberate restraint in dealing with increasingly
provocative demonstrations staged by the far left."

In response

to the Administration's request, hearings were held by the
subcommittees on Human Rights and Western Hemisphere Affairs of
the House Foreign Affairs Committee, which finally agreed to the
provision of $7.3 million in non-lethal aid in late September
1987.

2. Honduran Police Aid (1987)
On August 7, 1987, the Administration forwarded a certification of human rights improvement in Honduras to the relevant
committees so as to reprogram military assistance funds for
police training in Honduras under Section 660(d).

The cer-

tification held that:
Although a limited number of abuses have occurred,
they are in part a result of the inadequate professional and operational capabilities of the Honduran
Public security Forces (FUSEP).
29

The report suggested that terrorism has become a growing threat
in Honduras, with six bombing incidents recorded in January 1987
and discovery of a "terrorist safehouse" in San Pedro Sula in
March.
The certification claimed there have been no political
killings or disappearances in the previous six months.

The

report further stated that:
While not officially condoned, physical and psychological mistreatment of prisoners, however, does
occur •.••
and that:
While illegal and prolonged detentions do occur,
the Honduran Government continues its efforts to
eliminate such deficiencies.
It further stated that during the prior six months, "no reported
incidents of detention for the nonviolent expression of views
have occurred."
Honduras already had received police training under ATA and
the AoJ programs.

The certification claimed these programs'

benefits "include an improved climate of civil liberties and
human rights, the timely and expeditious processing of suspects,
and a greater public respect for the role of the FUSEP."
The Administration requested reprogramming of some $3.4
million dollars for training and equipment including communications equipment, vehicles, weapons and ammunition.

Weapons

requested include .38 caliber revolvers, M-16 carbines, l2-gauge
shotguns and 9mm pistols.

30

E. Recent Leqislative Proposals for Police Aid (1987)
with the expiration of section 660(d) due to expire at the
end of fiscal year 1987 (September 30, 1987), lawmakers once
again drew their attention to police aid in early 1987.

The

Reagan administration sought to circumvent the expiration of
660(d) by changing the wording of 660(c), the exemption for Costa
Rica and the Eastern Caribbean.

If enacted, such a shift would

have opened the door permanently to police training almost
anywhere the Administration wanted.
The Reagan administration proposed to rewrite this section to
allow for aid· to countries with a standing army and without a
"longstanding democratic tradition."

The proposed lanquage would

exempt from the police aid ban:
a country which has an elected government seeking
to strengthen democratic institutions, including
the criminal justice system, and to improve
observance of civil and political rights and which
is not engaged in a consistent pattern of gross
violations of internationally recognized human
rights.
Neither the House Foreign Affairs Committee nor the Senate
Foreign Relations Committee -- both of which have taken action on
the foreign-aid authorization bill -- has acceded to this request
by the Administration.
On April 23, 1987, the Senate Foreign Relations Committee,
acting on the foreign-aid bill, rejected by a vote of 12-6 a move
by Sen. Alan Cranston to bar extension of 660(d) for FY 1988.
Senators Brock Adams (O-WA), Paul Simon (O-IL), John Kerry (0MA), Joseph Biden (O-OE) and Paul Sarbanes (O-MO) joined Cranston
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in support of the measure.

Senators Dodd (D-CT), Daniel Moynihan

(D-NY) and Claiborne Pell (D-RI) joined Committee Republicans to
assure continued 660(d) authority to provide aid to EI Salvador
and Honduras.

The Committee also approved guidelines for the

Administration of Justice program.
On April 30, the House Foreign Affairs Committee approved a
foreign-aid bill which, if approved, would;

* not extend Section 660(d),

* bar use of military assistance (MAP) funds for
police forces and prison authorities in EI Salvador, Guatemala and Honduras,
* state the "sense of the Congress" that any reauthorization of MAP funds for such purposes after
fiscal 1989 be conditioned on "substantial progress" by those countries "in establishing jUdicial
systems that have demonstrated their ability to
bring criminals in those forces and military forces
to justice,"

*

define the term "police forces" in EI Salvador to
include all members of the National Police,
Treasury Police, National Guard and civil-defense
organizations.
The bill also outlined priorities for the Administration of
Justice program and earmarked not more than $3 million in AoJ
funds for EI Salvador, not less than $2 million for Guatemala,
not more than $2 million for Honduras and not less than $1
million for Peru.
Other conditions set by the Committee would, if enacted,

* prohibit involvement of Defense Department and
u.S. military personnel,
* limit funds for equipment for countries in the
Western Hemisphere to 25% of the total,

*

prohibit the use of lethal equipment,
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* require advanced notification of the appropriate
committees before providing training and equipment,
* require an Administration report to Congress on
significant and demonstrated progress in the
recipient country in eliminating human rights
v~olations,

* require an annual Administration report about how
AoJ programs enhanced "judicial authority, humane
and professional law enforcement, and respect for
internationally recognized human rights, in particular internal disciplinary procedures and
prosecutions of police and military personnel who
are alleqed to have engaged in human rights abuses
and crimes, and the extent to which increased
arrests and prosecutions have occurred or can be
expected to occur as a result of the assistance."
The Senate Foreign Relations Committee adopted a less comprehensive set of parameters for AoJ and earmarked no more than
$3 million for El Salvador and at least $3 million for Guatemala.
The measures by the House Committee are not expected to
survive at full strength.

Weeks after the Committee mark-up,

Republican lawmakers suggested gutting its police-aid restrictions.

The opposition of the House Republicans to the restric-

tions, combined with the Senate Foreign Relations Committee
action, suggests that section 660(d) could be extended for fiscal
year 1988.
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IV.

The Policy Questions

In pressing its case for renewing and increasing

u.s.

police

aid to Central American security forces in recent years, the
Reagan administration has emphasized two major arquments.
First, administration officials stressed the urgency of what
they described as a terrorist threat in the region today, both to

u.s.

lives -- particularly in the wake of the 1985 Zona Rosa

killings -- and to the civilian governments that have so recently
been established there.
"Every country in Central America is threatened by Sovietinspired terrorist organizations," Air Force Lt. Gen. Philip Gast
told the House Western Hemisphere Subcommittee on February 25,
1987.
Second, the Administration contended that the security forces
of the region have manifested the "political will" to reform
their institutions, to respect human rights, and to submit
themselves to the authority and priorities of their new civilian
and democratically-elected governments.
"The first essential step in deciding whether this is the way
in which U.S. assistance can produce positive results,"

Deputy

Assistant Secretary of State for Inter-American Affairs James
Michel told the Senate Foreign Relations Committee in the fall of
1985, "is to ascertain whether the political environment is one
in which the leadership of the nation assisted wants to have
34

protection of human rights, wants to have security through humane
policies, wants to build democratic institutions .••.

..

We think

that essential political will is found in Central America."
A critical part of this process of democratization, according
to Administration officials, is the creation of "civilian control
institutions," such as police forces.

u.s.

Abrams has stressed that

police aid to security forces would reduce the reliance of

civilian governments on the military.

In the case of El Sal-

vador, he hailed the establishment in 1985 of a police training
institute which, while responsible to the Minister of Defense,
would eventually provide a "new career path [for] police only,
rather than having people go back and forth to the military."
Such training would also enhance the human rights performance of
the security forces.

A more "professional" police, Admini-

stration officials argued, would be both more humane and, through
its enhanced investigative techniques, more competent in bolstering the judicial system of the country.
critics of the Administration's counterterrorism package and
its reprogramming plans have focused most heavily on the question
of political will.

As stated by Senator Claiborne Pell(D-RI)

during the November 5, 1985, Foreign Relations Committee hearings
on the proposed Central American counterterrorism package:
The burden of proof is on the Administration to
demonstrate that the new civilian governments in
the region can now exercise sufficient control over
the police forces and over the military to justify
funding those institutions with anti-terrorism
training and equipment.
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The centrality of this question was echoed by Aryeh Neier,
Vice Chairman of Americas Watch, which, over the past five years,
has published more reports on human rights conditions in Central
America than any other internationally-recognized independent
human rights organization.

Recalling the record of the security

forces in the region over recent years, Neier told the New York
Times that "[t]he united states has a lot to lose by training
police.

We should only train police when governments have

demonstrated the will to control them, which they haven't in
Central America.,,32
Whether or not the burden set by Senator Pell has been
overcome by the Administration is difficult to assess, according
to critics of the police aid package, but may be addressed by a
series of interrelated questions.

Some of these include:

(1) Are the security forces of these countries persisting
in a pattern of serious human rights abuses?
(2) To what extent have those officers in the security
forces who are known to have committed serious abuses of
human rights been prosecuted by the new civilian authorities?
(3) To what extent have these officers been purged from
the ranks of the security forces?
(4) To what extent have the new civilian governments been
able to investigate and prosecute cases of serious human
rights abuses, especially those, as in the case of El
salvador, deemed a major priority of the new government?
(5) To what extent have the security forces shown themselves to be responsible and responsive to the authority
of the new civilian governments?

32 James LeMoyne, "Latin American Police Get Some Pointers
from Washington," The New York Times, February 16, 1986.
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(6) To what extent have other civilian authorities,
particularly the national leqislatures of these countries, addressed the questions of human riqhts abuses by
the security forces or the need for increased assistance
for their police forces?
(7) Can ordinary citizens of the countries qain leqal
redress for abuses committed aqainst them by the security
forces?
(8) To what extent have the police forces become independent of the military?
Some of these questions were clearly on the minds of lawmakers who examined Administration witnesses about the proposed
assistance in the fall of 1985.

"What assurances," asked Senator

Luqar, "can you qive that there has been chanqe in police departments, ••• that would qive confidence to this committee that if
further assistance were qiven, we would not have the brutality,
torture, and a return to those thinqs that have been widely
criticized in the past?"

This was echoed by Senator Pell who

asked, "How do we assure that those that have enqaqed in terrorism -- reequipped and retrained -- will not aqain resort to
terrorism? ,,33
This report cannot attempt to provide comprehensive answers
to these questions, but a short, case-by-case, analysis of
conditions and recent events in El Salvador and Honduras may be
useful in assessinq the Administration's case for substantially
increased u.S. aid to Central American police forces.

It is our

33 "Administration Proposal for Counterterrorism Assistance
for Central America," Hearinqs before the Committee on Foreiqn
Relations, u.S. Senate, 99th Conqress, 1st Session, u.S. Government Printinq Office, Washinqton, DC: 1986.
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hope that this analysis will stimulate more in-depth debate and
study of the qreater role in police aid Washinqton has taken on.
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V. The Case of El Salvador

El Salvador has been a major focus of the debate over increased police aid for a number of obvious reasons.

That country

would have been the largest recipient of aid under the proposed
"counterterrorism" package and for nearly two years was the
exclusive recipient of the funds reprogrammed under the McCollum
Amendment.

(In August 1987, the Administration signaled its

intent to fund police training in Honduras under section 660 (d),
as described above.)

Of all the Latin American countries, El

Salvador has been the chief beneficiary of economic and military
aid under the Reagan administration as well.

Finally, the United

States has provided funds specifically in support of programs
designed to enhance the functioning of the law enforcement system
and to bring to justice those responsible for notorious assassinations and massacres.

A.

The Question of Political Will
In addressing the question of "political will" to reform in

El Salvador, the Administration has pointed to four recent
developments as important indicators of the kinds of changes in
attitudes and performance required to achieve its goals.
include:

These

(a) an improvement in the human rights record of the

security forces; (b) the removal of some members of the security
forces linked to grave violations of human rights; (c) the
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formation of a special commission to investigate cases of
notorious assassinations and killings by the security forces; and
(d) the reorganization of the public security forces under the
Defense Ministry.

In addition, the recently enacted amnesty law,

while pardoning past human rights violations, places in question
all efforts made over the last several years to prosecute
security force violations.

While critics do not doubt the good

intentions evidenced by these developments, they argue that they
fall far short of demonstrating the kind of political will on the
part of the security forces themselves to warrant police aid
programs.

1.

These charges will be addressed in order.

Human Rights Improvements

First, the Administration claims that the human rights record
of the security forces has improved sUbstantially in recent
years.

The level of politically-motivated killings in which the

security forces have been implicated are down dramatically from
the highs prevailing in the early 1980s.

Persons detained by the

security forces, according to the Administration, are being kept
under humane conditions and prompt notice is given to the
appropriate agencies.
The state Department's third certification accompanying a
reprogramming request for Salvadoran police aid (sent to Congress
in September 1987) stated that the police aid program "has met,
or exceeded, expectations across the board and has uniformly fulfilled the criteria of human-rights improvements on the part of·
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the public security forces."

It further argued that credible

accounts of physical torture are rare, and that the majority of
the current human rights abuses are committed by the guerrillas.
(See above.)
critics agree that since 1983 disappearances and killings by
security forces have declined, as have reports of torture.

In

addition, arrests are now announced more quickly and promptly.34
They acknowledge another improvement since January 1987, when
El Salvador's routinely reenacted state of emergency was allowed
to lapse because of a legislative strike by right-wing deputies.
constitutionai rights, including the right to be held in incommunicado administrative detention no longer than 72 hours, as
compared with a IS-day limit in effect under the state of
emergency, were immediately restored.

Other rights restored

included freedom of movement, freedom of association and the
right to inviolability of correspondence. 35
But, despite these improvements, the critics argue, serious
violations of human rights continue to occur, making optimism
about El Salvador difficult.

"The current system seems tolerable

only when compared to the horrors it has replaced," the March
1987 Lawyers Committee report states.

Except for the govern-

34 Testimony of Stewart Abercrombie Baker of the Lawyers
Committee for Human Rights before the House Foreign Affairs
committee, Nov. 19, 1985.
35 Americas Watch, The Civilian Toll 1986-1987, Ninth
Supplement to the Report on Human Rights in El Salvador, August
30, 1987.
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mental Human Rights commission, no Salvadoran human rights
organization supports u.S. assistance to security forces. 36
While improvements are found in some areas, recent events
suggest deterioration in others, Americas Watch concluded in its
tenth report on human rights in El Salvador, released August 30,
1987.

The report noted that prisoner abuse continues despite the

lifting of the state of emergency and the reduction in the
permissible period of incommunicado detention (the time when
torture is generally used to extract extrajudicial confessions).
The most prevalent forms of abuse at present are
physical beatings, forced standing, forced
exercises, death threats, threats against family or
friends, and deprivation of food, water and sleep.
We also continue to receive sporadic reports of
electric shock, hanging by arms and legs, and use
of the capucha (a rubber hood used to induce
sUffocation).37
Such abuse, which the State Department certification labeled
"psychological pressure," can nonetheless be brutal.

The

Americas Watch report describes food and sleep deprivation
la~ting

for days, and combined with hours of forced deep-knee

bends.

One National Guard prisoner quoted in the report said he

36 Interview with Maria Julia Hernandez, Tutela Legal;
interview with members of ASPRODERH (Asociaci6n Pro-Derechos
Humanos), formed in part by persons previously associated with the
Committee of Mothers (COMADRES) and the non-governmental Human
Rights Commission, both of which the u.S. and Salvadoran governments accuse of being FMLN front organizations, August, 1987.
Interestingly, the third certification heralds the formation of
this latter group as filling "the middle ground between the
guerrilla-controlled and the government human rights organizations" -- thus ignoring the respected legal aid office of the
Archdiocese of San Salvador.
37

Americas Watch, The Civilian Toll, p. 18.
42

could no longer put on his shoes, his feet and legs became so
swollen from forced standing for two days.
In recent weeks, there has been a resurgence of death-squadstyle killings. 38

In his homily on November 15, Archbishop

Rivera y Damas warned that the "escalating terror" of death
squads must stop and, in an unusually strong statement, linked
the Treasury Police to the killing of one religious worker.
Rivera reported that the Legal Aid office of the Archdiocese had
documented five killings by death squads in the last two weeks.
Earlier, on October 26, the president of the non-governmental
Human Rights Commission was gunned down in front of his home as
he was preparing to take his children to school.

2.

Removals within the Security Forces

In terms of the removal or punishment of members of the
security forces known to have committed serious abuses of human
rights,

Administration has made much of the 1984 dissolution

th~

of ·the Treasury Police intelligence unit and the "diplomatic
exile" of three officers known to have engaged in "death squad"
activity. 39
38

These actions have been cited by Washington as

The Miami Herald, November 17, 1987.

39 A 1984 Senate Intelligence Committee report stated: "By
and large, the death squad and other abuses involving Salvadoran
officials encouraged or condoned by them have originated from the
security services -- especially in recent years the Treasury
Police but also the National Police and National Guard." Select
Committee on Intelligence, United States Senate, "Recent Political
Violence in El Salvador," Report 98-659, October 5, 1984, p. 17.
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evidence of the will of the Salvadoran security forces to purge
themselves of officers implicated in such activity.
critics charge that these steps

now three years old --

have been too few and too equivocal to demonstrate the kind of
change in the fundamental character of the security forces that
would warrant substantially increased u.S. police assistance.
While the intelligence section of the Treasury Police has
been disbanded, for example, there have been no comparable
reforms of the National Guard, a notorious source of human rights
abuse, according to critics and press accounts. 40

Of particular

importance to critics is the fact that in January, 1986, two of
the security force officers who were sent into "diplomatic exile"
(reportedly at the insistence of Vice President Bush in a December, 1983 visit), Lt. Col. Mario Denis Moran and Major Ricardo
Pozo, received promotions in 1986 to full colonel and lieutenant
colonel respectively.4l

At the same time, other officers who

have been implicated in "death squad" activity and other serious
human rights abuses have not been removed and continue to rise in
the ranks.
These facts, and the additional fact that there has been
nothing approaching a systematic purge of the ranks of security
officers implicated in "death squad" killings or other serious
40 Nevertheless, a Salvadoran police official said in an
August 1987 interview that a l25-person intelligence unit continues within the Treasury Police. It could not be determined
whether any members from the disbanded unit remained.
41 Reuters, "El Salvador Promotes Officers Tied to Killings.,"
The New York Times, January 16, 1986.
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human rights violations, led the state Department to concede in a
question posed by Rep. Ted Weiss during 1985 House hearings on
the counterterrorism proposal that it was "not possible" to
provide "written assurances" that those selected for training
under the Administration's counterterrorism package have not been
previously implicated or involved in "death-squad activity,
torture, or murder of civilian non-combatants.,,42
In fact, three of the Salvadoran officers trained in the u.s.
in 1986 under the Anti-Terrorism Assistance Act -- Colonel Jose
Dionisio Hern'ndez, Lt. Col. Jose Adolfo Medrano and Major
Baltazar Lopez Cortes -- were linked to death squad activities in
press reports.

The CBS Evening News reported on August 5, 1986,

that two intelligence officials, one Salvadoran and one U.S.,
confirmed that the three had been death squad participants,
despite a denial by the State Department. 43
In short, critics contend, the security forces and their
leadership have not taken the kinds of steps against officers
generally known to be linked to serious human rights abuses that
could be expected of an institution that has decided to reform
itself in fundamental, structural ways.

The fact that those

concrete steps which were taken in 1984 and which have been
strongly hailed by the Administration as indicative of a new
42

House Hearings, November 5, 1985, Appendix 5, p. 257.

43 CBS Evening News, cited in Lawyers Committee, From the
Ashes, n. 75. Also see Doyle McManus, "Death Squad Salvadorans
Said to Train in U.S.", The Los Angeles Times, August 7, 1986.
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"political will" to reform are now three years old constitutes
additional evidence, according to the critics, that such a "will"
remains lacking. 44

3.

Commission for Investigations
El Salvador is haunted by a terror that must be
exorcised. In the early 1980s officers of the
security forces unleashed a campaign of political
murder whose bloodthirstiness is unmatched in the
Western Hemisphere. While there has been a change
of policy at the top of the security of political
murder has never been conclusively repudiated, nor
have those who led the campaign been punished.
Until they are prosecuted and convicted, political
murder will always remain an option in El Salvador's public life, and the Salvadoran justice
system will always be suspect. 45

Washington hailed the July 1985 formation of a "Commission
for Investigations" responsible, under legislative and executive
decree, to the Ministry of Justice and governed by a civilian
body. Backed by $3.5 million in u.S. aid, this commission was
established to investigate such notorious murders as the 1980
assassination of Archbishop Romero,46 the 1981 slayings of two
u.S. land reform advisers, the apparent killing by security
forces of a U.S. reporter in 1981, and two well-known massacres
44 For a closer examination of Administration claims that
Salvadoran military and security forces have been purged, see
Arms Control and Foreign Policy Caucus, Bankrolling Failure, p.23.
45 Lawyers Committee on Human Rights (LCHR), From the Ashes,
A Report on the Effort to Rebuild El Salvador's System of Justice,
March 1987, p. 13.
46 For a discussion of recent developments in the Romero
case, see Section B.2. below.
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of Salvadorans in Armenia and Las
cases.

~ojas,

as well as more recent

The Reagan administration has described formation of the

commission as indicative of the will of the Duarte government to
investigate and punish those responsible for human rights abuses
in the military and security forces. 47
But so far, the Commission for Investigations has disappointed human rights monitors.

By all accounts, little progress

has been made in the investigations singled out by President
Duarte as top priorities when he founded the Cestoni Commission
in 1984.

These cases -- especially the killings of the Arch-

bishop, the land reform advisors, and the massacres at Las Hojas
and Armenia -- tended to implicate the military and security
forces; and Duarte's decision to focus on them was interpreted by
his followers as a "daring move, a signal that the military and
well-to-do would become accountable before the law.,,48

Success-

ful investigations and prosecutions in these cases, it was hoped,
would help establish an atmosphere in which ordinary Salvadorans
would be encouraged in the belief that the security forces could
be made accountable for their abuses. 49

Instead, the commission

has focused on less sensitive cases, such as

investigati~g

a ring

47 Nevertheless, the recent amnesty law renders moot the
prosecution of most human rights cases inVOlving, the military and
security forces. See discussion of amnesty below.
48 Marlise Simons, "Duarte Rights unit Replaced, But
Investigations Lag," The New York Times, November 23, 1985.
49 For a more complete account of the commission's activities, see the Lawyers Committee and Americas Watch reports.

47

of car thieves and illegal adoption businesses. 50

There is every

indication the commission has undertaken such activities at the
expense of the human rights cases it was set up to study.
Human rights monitors blame the commission's failures on the
fact that it is staffed by and reports to members of the same
security forces it is expected to investigate.

"By staffing the

commission with members of the security forces and military, we
believe the good intentions of the

u.s. Congress in funding this

project have been subverted," Americas Watch asserted in its
recent report. 5l
In addition to taking on nonpolitical cases, the commission
has also involved itself in cases involving the armed left -- the
Zona Rosa killings and the kidnapping of the president's daughter, Ines Duarte Duran.

Again the human rights community has

protested that the commission is acting outside its mandate.

The

Lawyers Committee pointed out in its March 1987 report:
The Salvadoran government already has more than
50,000 armed employees devoted to ending FMLN human
rights violations. By contrast, there are only a
handful of employees in the special unit and they
are the only government entity suited to investigate abuses thought to be committed by the
security forces. 52
The unit also played a role in the investigation of a ring
which kidnapped wealthy Salvadoran businessmen for ransom, which
critics consider far from the commission's principal mandate.
50

Simons, supra.
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Americas Watch, The Civilian Toll, p. 227.
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Lawyers committee, From the Ashes.
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The case was hailed nonetheless as an important test of El
Salvador's jUdicial system, as the suspects included senior
military officials and right-wing personalities previously linked
to death squad activities.

Lt. Col. Roberto Mauricio Staben, the

powerful commander of the U.S.-trained immediate reaction Arce
Battalion, was detained in the case, but released by President
Duarte, reportedly under heavy pressure from the military high
command.

Another military suspect, Lt. Col. Joaquin Zacapa

Astasio, fled the country shortly before the arrests began,
having reportedly been warned by his colleagues that his arrest
was imminent. 53

Several suspects died under suspicious cir-

cumstances, two of them in police custody.

The case was set back

further in 1987 when a jUdge reduced charges against the three
remaining detainees after her house had been machine-gunned three
times. 54

Americas Watch commented: "This was to be the case that

proved that the Salvadoran jUdicial system could bring the
military to justice.

Instead it has turned out to be the case

that proves it cannot.,,55
Above and beyond the work of the Commission, however, critics
of police aid point to certain basic and undeniable facts that
undermine the Administration's contention that there has been a
53 Chris Hedges, "Kidnap Cover-Up Alleged, Salvadoran Army
Reported Involved," The Dallas Morning News, May 13, 1986.
54 Douglas Farah, united Press International, "Abduction
Suspects Off Hook?" The Miami Herald, April 23, 1987.
55

Americas Watch, The Civilian Toll, p. 237.
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significant change in the "political will" of the Salvadoran
government and its security forces.

In the words of Sen. John

Kerry (D-MA):
In El Salvador, some 50,000 people have been killed
since 1980. Some 30,000 of them, it is alleged,
are military victims. And yet we are going to sit
here and hold hands with the military and pretend
that through some lethal aid and a few guns and
ammunition and some training here we are going to
somehow change the political realities of that
country and instill new political will in those
people. 56
To date, no officer of the Salvadoran military or security
forces has been successfully prosecuted for any of these kilMost independent human rights organizations agree that

lings~

this is less a result of the functioning or malfunctioning of
those countries' jUdicial systems than it is the result of a lack
of "political will" by the responsible authorities.

4.

Reorqanization of the Defense Ministry

A final indication cited by the Reagan administration of the
political will of the security forces to submit to civilian
authority is the 1984 reorganization of the Defense Ministry
under which the public security and military forces are administratively separated.

Now the three security forces are

commanded by the Vice Minister of Public Security, Col. Reynaldo
L6pez Nuila, who in 1985 established a separate police training
academy.

As pointed out above, the purpose of the reorganization

was to support "the evolution of an independent police force" and
56

Senate Hearings, December 5, 1985.
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a separate career path for recruits in the security forces.

In

the long run, according to the Administration, such steps should
result in security forces distinct from and less dependent on the
military. 57
critics question whether these moves will really amount to
the "civilianization" of the security forces, as the Administration contends.

They note, in particular, that the police forces

remain responsible to the Minister of Defense, and not to a
civilian official, such as the Minister of Justice.

(In addi-

tion, some police units report to the Chief of Staff of the Armed
Forces, rather than L6pez NUila.)58

In this respect, the reor-

ganization may actually serve to enhance the institutional
control of the military over the police.

The budgets for the

security forces under the reorganized structure, for example, are
likely to be determined by the Defense Ministry Which, as is true
in most Third World societies, will be dominated by military
priorities, particularly in a situation where civil war prevails.
Thus while the creation of a separate and more specialized police
career track may be a laudable goal, the fact remains that it
will be the Defense Ministry and the military which will determine the fate of the police forces and their members -- a
situation not dissimilar to one of the more vexing problems faced
by the Office of Public Safety twenty years ago.
57

House Hearings, p. 237.

58 Interview with Vice-Minister of Public Security Col.
L6pez Nuila, August, 1987.
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The hostility of the military toward the idea of creating a
professional police force separate from military control was
exposed in september of this year when several members of the
High Command demanded the resignation of the head of the security
forces.

According to press accounts, the demand was sparked by

the Christian Democratic government's issuance on september 17 of
a warrant for the arrest of an active-duty officer, Col. Elmer
Gonzalez Araujo, in connection with the 1983 Las Hojas massacre -one of the few cases Duarte came into office promising to prosecute

and by Col. Reynaldo L6pez Nuila's apparent intent to

carry out the arrest. 59

Several members of the Army High Command

-- all members of the powerful Tandona, the military academy's
1966 graduating class

then met with Duarte and asked that

L6pez Nuila be dismissed or made to resign.
The September incident -- along with a recently enacted
amnesty that absolves the military and security forces of all
past massacres and death-squad involvement -- reveals the
Saivadoran military's institutional immunity from prosecution for
human-rights violations.

However, tensions were already brewing

between L6pez Nuila, who is closely identified with the Christian
Democrats, and the military over the security chief's plan to
separate the police from the military, a goal

s~p osedly

sup-

ported by the united States.

59 Chris Norton, "Army-Government Rift in Salvador Limits
Peace Process," Christian Science Monitor, October 26, 1987. The
case against Araujo has since been dropped under the recently
enacted amnesty law.
52

According to press reports, the military is dissatisfied with
the Duarte government and see the creation of an independent
police force as an effort to divide the military.

One source

told United Press International, "Their concern is that Duarte is
out to weaken the institution, and [they] are afraid of the very
real development of independent security forces without a
military mentality.n60
~hus

The call for L6pez Nuila's resignation

appeared to be largely motivated by his plan to reorganize

the security forces under his command. 6l

Duarte refused to

accept his resignation, which was offered along with that of
Defense Minister Eugenio Vides Casanova, but later said that he
would announce "routine" changes in his cabinet at the end of his
October visit to the United states and Europe. 62
The stated U.s. goal of reorganizing and "civilianizing" the
Salvadoran military is clearly being frustrated by the growing
political clout of the military and the declining status of the
civilian government.
60 Douglas Farah, United Press International, "Salvador
Military Grows Disenchanted with Duarte," October 15, 1987.
61 A chronology of changes in the Salvadoran security forces
provided by the State Department to the Human Rights Subcommittee
of the House Foreign Affairs Committee purports that the security
forces were reorganized in August 1987, standardizing all three
branches along law-enforcement lines. Letter from Assistant
Secretary for Legislative and Intergovernmental Affairs J. Edward
Fox to Rep. Gus Yatron, september 30, 1987.
62 One Duarte adviser was not encouraged by Duarte's
rebuttal of the military's political demands: "If they think they
can appoint the undersecretary [vice-minister], next they will
want to appoint the minister, and then the president. n Farah,
October 15, 1987.
53

5.

Amnesty and the Prosecution of security Forces

In late October 1987, the Salvadoran Legislative Assembly
passed a broad, but controversial, amnesty law that absolved all
military, police and guerrillas of political crimes and politically-related common crimes.

Press accounts reported that the

ruling Christian Democrats, who maintain a majority in the
Assembly, were under pressure to pardon military personnel along
with those accused of being leftists.

Exempted from the law were

those accused of kidnapping for profit, extortion and drug
trafficking.

Last-minute changes to the law included an exemp-

tion for the 1980 murder of Archbishop Romero and the backdating
of the law to October 22, so as to allow for the prosecution of
the October 26 assassination of human-rights leader Herbert
Anaya.
Many of the major human-rights cases which President Duarte
pledged to investigate when he took office in 1984

such as the

1983 Las Hojas massacre -- were thus rendered moot by the new
law.

Furthermore, the amnesty closed the books on the pos-

sibility of ever bringing to justice those military or security
forces responsible for the thousands of death-squad killings and
massacres of civilians committed in the early 1980s.
Although portrayed by President Duarte as a move to comply
with the Central American peace accord, the amnesty law testifies
to the absence of political will, or at least the political
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strength, required to hold the security forces accountable for
human rights violations.

B.

Recent History of Police Training in El Salvador
Of direct relevance to the question of civilian control and

the other goals which the Administration hopes to achieve with
its increased aid program to the Salvadoran security forces is
how past and present efforts by Washington to assist these forces
have worked out.
While a comprehensive history of OPS's operations in El
Salvador has yet to be written, it is worth making a few observations about its experience.

First, much of its effort was

directed at centralizing the command and intelligence operations
of the security forces under the Defense Ministry and later under
an elite presidential intelligence service called ANSESAL which,
according to some critics, worked to monitor dissidents, many of
whom later (after the demise of OPS) were killed by "death
squads. ,,63

As noted above, OPS agents also worked with ORDEN, a

paramilitary network widely accused of serious human rights
abuses until its formal dissolution after the October 15, 1979,
coup d'etat.

It may also be worth noting that at least two men

widely suspected of "death squad" activity -- former Major
Roberto D'Aubuisson and Lt. Col. Roberto Mauricio Staben -- at-

63 See, for example, Craig Pyes, "Right Built Itself in
Mirror Image of Left for civil War," Albuquerque Journal, December
18, 1983.
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tended courses offered at the OPS' International Police Academy
in the 1960s.
Throughout their association with the Salvadoran security
forces, OPS advisers praised their discipline, training, and
effectiveness.

In 1972, testifying before the House Appropria-

tions Committee, the Agency for International Development (AID)
described its police aid program to El Salvador as a model,
according to testimony presented to the House Foreign Affairs
Committee in November 1985 by former Congressman Jonathan Bingham
representing Americas Watch.

Yet, in April of the same year,

Bingham, told the House Committee, the same Ops-trained police
brutally beat "one Jose Napoleon Duarte, then a Christian
Democratic leader who was elected President, but prevented from
taking office by the Armed Forces .•• ,,64
In more recent years, there have been four reported spigots
for direct U.S. assistance to the Salvadoran security forces.
These include (a) the training and equipment of a SWAT-type team
composed primarily of members of the Treasury Police; (b) the
funding of the special investigative unit which functions under
the direction of the Commission for Investigations described
above and the funding and formation of a special jUdicial
protection unit whose mandate has been to protect jurors, judges,
and witnesses in controversial human rights cases; (c) the funds
reprogrammed under Section 660 (d); and (d) some $2 million in
64 Bingham testimony, House Hearings, p. 136. Duarte
himself told the Miami Herald of his brutal treatment at the hands
of the police. See the Miami Herald, April 5, 1972.
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training and equipment in 1986 and 1987 under the Antiterrorism
Assistance Act.

critics point particularly to the SWAT team, the

special investigative and protection units, and Section 660(d)
programs as illustrating the problems associated with police aid,
both with respect to issues of "political will" and civilian
control.

1. SWAT Team
critics cite the experience of the U.S.-trained SWAT team as
particularly instructive of the problems of U.S. police training.
In 1984, without prior consultation with Congress, U.S. military
advisers began training a 50-man unit -- CEAT (Comando Especial
Anti-Terrorismo) -- as a special anti-terrorist squad.

Despite

the fact that the members of the new unit were selected from the
Treasury Police, the force most notorious for brutality, the
Defense Department conducted no prior review of the human rights
records of those enlisted into the new unit, according to Rep.
George Miller's testimony before the House Foreign Affairs
Committee in November 1985.

The Defense Department used military

assistance program (MAP) funds to conduct the training and
maintained that section 660 did not apply because the soldiers
were under the command of an army officer and would have "no
regular line law-enforcement responsibility.,,65

Although under

Army command, the troops in the unit, according to Rep. Miller,
65 Miller, House Hearings, p. 64, and William R. Long, "U.S.
To Train Unit to Fight Salvadoran Urban Rebels," Los Angeles
Times, March 28, 1985.
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wore their Treasury Police uniforms.

The troops have reportedly

been deployed only once in San Salvador. 66
On June 2, 1985, they were ordered to break up a hospital
strike declared illegal by the government.

They subsequently

stormed a hospital in San Salvador, and, in the words of former
Rep. Bingham, speaking on behalf of Americas Watch:
Doctors, nurses, and patients were ordered to lie
down, and many were tied. One woman patient died
when medical personnel were prevented from providing emergency care. The soldiers also shot and
killed four members of a police undercover squad in
a case of mistaken identity.67
Although two union leaders were apprehended by the police,
they found no evidence that any of the strikers were armed.
Critics argued in the November 1985 House hearings that the
operation cast

..... doubt on the ability of u.S. training to

transform El Salvador's security forces into a thoroughly professional force." 68

But, perhaps more important, the incident was

illustrative of the confusion between civilian police and
military authority.

As described by the New York Times:

••• The spokesman said the training [of the unit]
was legal because the antiterrorist unit, although
drawn from the ranks of the police forces, had been
placed under the direct command of the Chief of
Staff of the army and was therefore a military
unit, rather than a police unit.
The distinction appears somewhat dUbious, since
army officers command all police units here and
since each police force also has battalions that
66

Interview with u.S. Embassy official, August 1987.

67

Bingham testimony, House Hearings, p. 137.

68

Baker Testimony, House Hearings, p. 133.
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are indistinguishable from regular army units and
are in fact deployed in sweeps against rebel forces
as part of army operations.
A great deal of confusion appears to surround the
new American-trained unit. Both Salvadoran and
American officials have refused to specify who
belongs to the unit, how·they were selected, how
they were trained and where the unit is stationed.
The confusion seems to extend to President Duarte, who
said today that he was unaware that such an Americantrained unit even existed. A few hours earlier, Mr.
Duarte's Vice Minister for Public security, Colonel
Reynaldo L6pez Nuila, had confirmed statements by
American officials that the special unit existed .
••• Although the unit is supposedly under the
control of the army Chief of Staff, Mr. Duarte said
it was actually commanded in the operation by Col.
L6pez Nuila, who is in charge of all police
forces. 69
Claims that the police have been placed under civilian
control are undermined by such confusion and by the fact that the
SWAT team has since taken part in rural counterinsurgency actions
with the Army.

2.

Special Investigations and Judicial Protection units

Both the special investigative unit and the jUdicial protection unit are part of a $9.2 million u.S. aid program for the
administration of justice in EI Salvador.

Of that total, $3.5

million was earmarked for the special investigative unit under
the Commission for Investigations described above.
Since the enactment of the recent amnesty law, new information has come to light -- apparently as a result of the special
69 James LeMoyne, "Duarte Meets FBI on Raid Inquiry," New
York Times, June 27, 1985.
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investigative unit's work -- in one of the few human rights cases
which the government can still prosecute, the 1980 assassination
of Archbishop Romero. 70

Based on the testimony of a man who said

he drove the assassin to the church where Romero was killed,
President Duarte accused Roberto d'Aubuisson, leader of the farright ARENA party and a U.S.-trained former military intelligence
officer, of responsibility in the Romero murder.

However, among

other things, the announcement appeared to be aimed more at
scoring pre-election points against the Christian Democrat's
chief rival party than at getting to the bottom of the Romero
case.

As the New York Times reported:
The government has a long way to go to prove its
case. But if it finds the means to carry out a
full pUblic investigation, many people here think
the results would in fact expose the network of
rightist army officers, politicians and businessmen
who are suspected of organizing and running death
squads in the recent past.
Because of the sensitivity of such disclosures, few
here believe the investigation will be allowed to
advance too far. In the past, all such investigations have failed in the face of death threats,
killings and a blunt refusal by the army to prosecute officers involved in human rights abuses. 71 .

Futhermore, under Salvadoran law, the testimony of participants
in crimes such as murder are not admissible against other

70 Msgr. Rosa Chavez said on November 29 that the government's investigative commission had "worked seriously" on the
case. Associated Press, November 29, 1987.
71 James LeMoyne, "Fragile Time in El Salvador," The New York
Times, November 25, 1987.
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suspects,72 thus precluding use of the testimony brought against
d'Aubuisson and former captain Alvaro Rafael Saravia, a d'Aubuisson associate later detained in Miami. 73
The jUdicial protection unit (JPU), for which $1.2 million in
U.S. aid was earmarked, suffers different problems, according to
critics.

Trained in Atlanta on the eve of the trial of the

National Guardsmen who murdered the four U.S. churchwomen in
1980, the 60-man unit is made up of prison guards from Mariona
Prison. 74
Its mandate was to protect witnesses, jUdges, and jurors from
threats and intimidation.

However, the unit has not been used

since the churchwomen's case, in which their behavior was "hardly
distinguished," according to Stewart Abercrombie Baker of the
Lawyers Committee for Human Rights.

In his 1985 testimony before

the House Foreign Affairs Committee, Baker noted that the prison
guards who make up the unit are usually individuals "who could
not make it in the Salvadoran armed forces."

He added that it is

unlikely that such a unit could, in any case, effectively protect
witnesses and members of the jUdicial system and their families
in a country like El Salvador, and that U.S. aid could better be
72 Arms Control and Foreign Policy Caucus, Bankrolling
Failure, p. 24.
73 ARENA is apparently charging that Garay is a co-participant in the case; if the courts accept that charge, hist
testimony against Saravia and d'Aubuisson would probably be ruled
inadmissible.
74

Baker Testimony, House Hearings, pp. 129-30.
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spent in relocating witnesses and others in controversial
cases. 75
Apparently, the SIU followed this suggestion in the recent
case of Amado Antonio Garay, the driver for the still unidentified assassin of Archbishop Romero.

Garay -- who has been

living outside of El Salvador -- gave testimony on November 20
and 21, 1987 in a San Salvador court, after which he was spirited
away under protective custody to an undisclosed neigbhoring
country. 76

Meanwhile, the difficulty of providing protection for

witnesses and judges in country continues, as in the case of the
the jUdge presiding over the case of the "Sheraton murders," who
resigned on November 14 after receiving a death threat.

3.

:Interim Counterterrorism Program -- section 660 Cd)

The third program in which the united States has trained
Salvadoran security forces stems from the $4.5 million reprogrammed in January, 1986.

Subsequently, some $12 million was

reprogrammed in two different installments during fiscal year
1987.

Although the bulk of the assistance provided thus far has

gone for vehicles, communications and small firearms, it is the

75 The JPU is currently being reorganized, possibly to
include the capacity to implement a witness protection program.
Agency for International Development, "Judicial Reform Project,
Project No. 519-0296, Project Description and Revised Implementation Plan," March 1987.
76 William Branigin, "Salvadorans Act in Case of Prelate,"
Washington Post, November 25, 1987.
62

traininq component which offers the best potential for positive
influence by united states advisers.
Accordinq to reports from San Salvador, the proqram beqan in
mid-February 1986 with three to five U.S. military advisors
traininq approximately ten men from each of the three security
forces.

The initial trainees themselves train other members of

their security forces. 77

The training, according to the November

19, 1985, notification letter to Congress, includes basic
military skills such as marksmanship and counterambush techniques, as well as unique aspects of working in the city, such as
tarqet discrimination and urban search techniques, and roadblock
security and conduct. 78

The aid also includes trucks, police

cars and radios.
In justifyinq the reprogramming request, the State Department
stressed that:
[t]he training curricUlum, composed entirely of
military techniques, responds to the quasi-military
nature of the Salvadoran terrorist threat.
Because of the wartime situation that exists in EI
Salvador today, the public security forces perform
a dual function of normal police protection and
counterterrorism activities. units of the National
Guard, National Police, and Treasury Police are
orqanized at battalion level into units which

77 Chris Norton, "Church, Rights Groups Protest u.S.
Training of Salvador's Police," Christian Science Monitor, March
4, 1986.
78 Letter from william L. Ball, III, Assistant secretary of
Legislation and Intergo~ernmental
Affairs to Rep. Dante Fascell,
Chairman, Committee of Foreign Affairs, House of Representatives,
November 19, 1987.
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coordinate with counterpart military organizations. 79
This "duality of functions," and the use of U.S. military
advisers as trainers, again raises the question whether the
program will serve to enhance the "civilianization" process.
civilian police units, critics contend, are not going to act like
civilian police if they are trained by military advisers in
military operations and are responsible to military officials in
the Ministry of Defense. 80

The fact that the three public

security forces in El Salvador are headed by Army officers still
responsible to the Ministry of Defense weakens the chances that
the police will be responsive to civilian authority.

In short,

opponents of the program argue that the training provided
recently by the United States to the security forces in El
Salvador has not enhanced the Administration's professed goals of
bolstering civilian control over those security forces.

Instead,

according to these observers, U.S. training efforts have tended
to stress paramilitary and military skills more useful in
counterinsurgency warfare than in conventional police activities.
According to security force and U.S. embassy officials, the three
U.S. military trainers assigned to work with the police forces
work primarily with four special battalions -- Which, as noted

79

Ibid.

80 One U.S. embassy official confirmed that presently police
training begins with military tactics. Interview, August 19887.
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above, function largely as military units -- although they also
do soma human-rights training. 8l
In at least one of these U.S.-trained units, Batallon Libertadores, new recruits serve one to two years (after a six-month
training period) performing military operations with the battalion, after which they circulate back to the regular corps of
Treasury police.

One official estimated that some 2,000 soldiers

had served in the battalion over the last 5 years, of which many
were still with the Treasury Police.

The presence of such a

large number of police officers who have gained their initial
experience in military operations belies the problems of a
militarized police force.
Indeed, the Legal Aid office of the Archdiocese of San
Salvador has documented cases of indiscriminate attacks by
soldiers from Batallon Libertadores 82 •

Another special unit, the

Batallon Panteras (Panther Battalion) from the National Police,
reportedly entered a refugee camp under protection of the
Archdiocese of San Salvador on September 9 without permission
81 Interviews with Vice-Minister L6pez Nuila, a Treasury
Police officer, and U.S. embassy personnel, August 1987. These
units include the CEAT and Batallon Libertadores (Treasury
police), both of which can be deployed anywhere in the country;
Batallon Panteras (National Police), primarily based in Suchitoto;
and Batallon Coparu (National Guard), mainly responsible for
protection of vital installations such as the 15th of September
hydroelectric facility.
82 See, for example, Tutela Legal testimony from February
13-15, 1987, in which three unidentified persons were killed in an
indiscriminate attack during a Libertadores operation in Las
Tablas, Nueva Concepcion, Department of Chalatenango.
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from the Archbishop.

Some 450 men, fully armed and dressed in

black, entered the Bethania Refuge threatening several men
accusing them of hiding arms -- and swept through the camp
filming refugees for unknown purposes. 83
In the three notifications on police assistance for El
Salvador sent to Congress by the State Department, the counterinsurgency training offered to security forces has been obscured
by details of the military threat from insurgents and an emphasis
on the improved human rights performance of the police.

Thus,

when congressional committees convene to discuss the issue of
police aid, they usually fail to understand that the training
component of police assistance is of a military nature.
Concern for this dual function of the police was not lost,
however, on Congressman Buddy MacKay (D-FL), who spoke forcefully
to the point in the October 24, 1985, hearing of the House
Foreign Affairs Committee:
It seems to me that the police, at least based on
what I saw in El Salvador, are in fact housed in
the Ministry of Defense, are led by commissioned
military officers.
If we are concerned about the needs of a truly
democratic society, then do we not have to concern
ourselves about the needs of a civilian police
force housed in the Ministry of Justice, and not
in the Ministry of Defense, and led by people who
are not commissioned in the military, and thus
dependent upon the military as their career track
and their route to success.
In this presentation .•. , that whole issue is not
addressed, and until you address that, I frankly have
83 Christian Urgent Action Network for El Salvador, September 10, 1987.
66

trouble, as I hear other members asking you questions
about, well, isn't this more counterinsurgency money
for the mil tar~,
and I don't hear you answering that
question ...... 8

84

House Hearings, p. 52.
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v.

The Case of Honduras

Despite having dominated their nation's politics for most of
its history, the military and security forces of Honduras have
never been known for the kind of brutality and killing for which
their counterparts in Guatemala and El Salvador are notorious.

A. Human Rights Record
In 1980, Honduras, which had been ruled for the previous ten
years by the military, began a transition towards civilian
government.

Ironically, that transition coincided with what

Amnesty International called a "marked deterioration in the
government's human rights performance."

During those early years

of civilian rule, "Honduran security forces began to resort to
brutal methods to silence dissent.,,85

This period coincided with

the rise to power within the military of an Argentine-trained
officer, Gustavo Alvarez Martinez.

Alvarez, Armed Forces com-

mander from 1981 until his forcible ouster by junior officers in
the spring of 1984, ruled over a period of unprecedented human
rights abuse by the

military and security forces.

As many as

200 people are thought to have been killed or "disappeared" in
Honduras during that time, and torture by the military and
security forces became widespread.

The campaign of violence

85 Testimony of John G. Healey, Amnesty International, USA,
House Hearings, p. 82.
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shocked the nation.

As former Washington Post reporter Chris-

topher Dickey put it, "Hondurans were lonq used to corruption,
but not to brutality.,,86
Accordinq to human riqhts monitors and defectors' testimony,
these "disappearances" were carried out by a secret intelliqence
unit founded by Alvarez and trained by the C.I.A.

In recent

interviews with reporters and with Americas Watch, Florencio
Caballero, a former interroqator with the unit, described its
functioninq as an official death squad, which conducted kidnappinqs, torture and executions of suspected leftist activists
under orders from the Armed Forces Hiqh Command. 87

Oriqinally

named the "Special Investiqations Directorate," and later
"Battalion 316," the unit's operations commander was Alexander
Hernandez, a police captain trained by the OPS International
Police Academy and currently the head of FUSEP's advanced officer
traininq school.
Followinq the ouster of Alvarez by fellow officers in March
1984, virtually all independent human riqhts orqanizations aqree,
the human riqhts situation in the country improved substan86 Christopher Dickey, With the Contras, a Reporter in the
Wilds of Nicaragua, Simon and Schuster, p.116.
87 Caballero's lenqthy testimony, published in the May 1987
Americas Watch report, exonerates the CIA of any direct involvement in torture or murder. However it makes clear the close ties
between the aqency and the death squad, which ostensibly served as
a top secret intelliqence unit. CIA officers discouraqed the use
of physical torture, Caballero said, but encouraqed more subtle
psycholoqical measures. Aqents often visited death squad safehouses to interroqate prisoners he said. See also James LeMoyne,
"C.I.A. Accused of Toleratinq Killinqs in Honduras," The New York
Times, February 14, 1986.
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tially.88

The state Department noted this improvement in its

Country Reports on Human Rights Practices for 1985.

Yet serious

violations continue:
The removal of General Gustavo Alvarez Martinez
from his omnipotent position as Armed Forces
commander in 1984 greatly improved Honduras's human
rights situation, bringing a near-total end to the
campaign of abductions, tortures and executions
carried out by official death squads against
leftist activists and suspected arms traffickers.
Yet progress seems to have stopped there. Despite
its six years of civilian rule, Honduras remains a
place where the security forces routinely torture
detainees and where several people disappear or are
killed for apparent political reasons each year. 89
Battalion 316 is now a publicly-recognized Army intelligence
unit, and since Alvarez's departure, has all but ceased its
campaign of disappearances.

But human right monitors in Hon-

duras, including Dr. Ramon Custodio, the president of the
Honduran Human Rights Commission (CODEH), believe the unit may be
behind recent incidents such as the wave of bombings that racked
the country in early 1987.

The Battalion has also been blamed by

some for cirCUlating a "hit list" labeling 17 prominent citizens
as the "Honduran revolutionary leadership" in 1986.
Human rights monitors consider particularly alarming the
continuing abuses by the country's police force, FUSEP, and its
intelligence arm, the DNI.

These are the forces which have

88 Alvarez has since settled in the united states and
received a $50,000 contract for conSUlting from the Pentagon,
according to The Washington Post.
89 Americas Watch, Human Rights in Honduras: Central America's Sideshow, May 1987, p.l.
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received

u.s.

police training over the last year.

Americas Watch

notes:
One of the gravest human rights problems facing
Honduras today is the treatment of detainees by
FUSEP, the national police force. Arbitrary arrest
and physical abuse of prisoners are rampant, and
petitions for habeas corpus are often ignored by
police authorities. gO
The state Department, in its 1986 "Country Reports," acknowledges that "physical and psychological mistreatment of prisoners
does occur.

Known abuses include beatings, humiliation, and at

times more severe punishment. ,,91
Abuses have continued in 1987.

On JUly 4, 1987, FUSEP

horrified the nation when it shot to death Supreme Court magistrate Mario Reyes sarmiento, apparently after an altercation when
police asked the judge for his documents.
little to bolster FUSEP's pUblic image.

The incident did
The Honduran Bar

Association said in a communique that FUSEP's "abuses against the
citizenry, ••. aside from being intolerable, cast shame on the
entire military establishment of the nation.,,92

The Bar Assoc-

iation called for a full investigation and punishment of those
responsible for the magistrate's death.

In addition, the bar

called on the executive branch to freeze recently approved funds
for the police until the matter was completely resolved.
90

Americas Watch, Human Rights in Honduras, p. 14.

91 U.S. State Department, Country Reports on Human Rights
Practices for 1986, p. 544.
92 Text of communique in Spanish reprinted in "Boletin
Informativo," Centro de Documentaci6n Hondurefio (CEDOH), July
1987, p. 12.
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And on September 25, 1987, police allegedly killed two
guerrilla suspects after dragging them from their car in San
Pedro Sula.

Witnesses interviewed by the Honduran press con-

tradicted the official version that the victims were armed and
fired first. 93
FUSEP and the DNI officially constitute one of the four
branches of the military forces and report to the Minister of
Defense.

FUSEP includes within its ranks an elite counter--

terrorist force, the "Cobras," which reportedly was trained
secretly by u.S. military and CIA advisors in 1982 in both
Honduras and at Fort Bragg in the United States. 94

According to

the Washington Post, this unit participated in a number of
operations in 1982, including the response to the seizure by a
leftist group of 80 Honduran businessmen in San Pedro SuIa that
year.

B. The Political will
. In addressing the issue of the "political will" of the
Honduran government and military to change its practices, most
observers have focused their attention on the military's willingness to provide an accounting of the fate of those killed or
disappeared during the Alvarez era.

In response to pressure from

the human rights community in Honduras, the Joint Chiefs of Staff
93 Mary Speck, "Honduran Leader Remains Wary of Peace
Accord," The Baltimore Sun, Sept. 30, 1987.
94 Joe Pichirallo and Edward Cody, "U.S. Trains Antiterrorists," The Washington Post, March 24, 1986.
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in 1984 formed a special investigatory commission composed of
senior military officers and promised to produce a report on the
issue.

An inconclusive report was released the following year,

stating that "it was not possible to determine whether anyone in
the military was connected with disappearances."

Since publica-

tion of the report, the Armed Forces have washed their hands of
the issue, suggesting families of the disappeared take up the
matter with the courts.

In 1987, however, Walter L6pez, the

retired general who headed the Armed Forces from Alvarez's ouster
in 1984 until 1986, publicly blamed the Nicaraguan contras for
most of the killings. 95
The government's unwillingness to probe the issue drove the
Inter-American Human Rights commission in April 1986 to submit
the cases of two costa Rican citizens and two Hondurans who
disappeared during the Alvarez period to the Inter-American Court
in San Jose, Costa Rica.

In the first instance in which it has

brought a government to trial (it has previously offered only
advisory opinions), the Court began hearings on the case in June.
critics contend that the police -- institutionally an
integral part of an Armed Forces that has long exercised a
dominant influence on the country -- have not shown a "political
will" to submit to civilian authority.

A notable case in point

involves Major Alexander Hernandez who, according to Caballero
and other sources, commanded the Battalion 316 death squads until
95

Interview with Mike Wallace on CBS "60 Minutes," March
29, 1987. See also Christopher Dickey, with the Contras, Simon
and Schuster, 1986.
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at least 1982.

A graduate of the OPS International Police

Acadeay, Major Hernandez, who also reportedly worked as the key
liaison between Alvarez and the "contras" during the period in
question, has not been disciplined or prosecuted in any way for
his responsibility in these human rights abuses.

Instead, he was

recently promoted to become head of police officer training in
Honduras.

His training academy, the "Escuela de Capacitaci6n

Para Oficiales," was one of the beneficiaries of renewed police
training to Honduras in 1986, according to a u.s. official, who
added that Hernandez's school is no longer a beneficiary.

C. Recent

u.s.

Training for Honduran security Forces

In addition to the newly reprogrammed police aid under
section 660(d) (see above), there are two police aid programs in
place in Honduras, both of which started in 1986.

One is the AoJ

criminal investigation training program called ICITAP (International criminal Investigation and Training Assistance Program).
The other is counterterrorism police training under the ATA
program.

The latter involves training of Honduran police

officials in the united states.
As noted above, u.s. Green Berets and CIA personnel helped
fund and train a 360-man anti-terrorist force made up of members
of FUSEP in 1982.

This force has taken part in a number of

operations, including the hostage crisis in San Pedro SUla, in
which the team, referred to as the "Cobras," made no assault.
They also took part in an assault that same year on what was
74

reported to be a Salvadoran guerrilla safehouse in Tegucigalpa.
An

alleged guerrilla sympathizer was killed in the assault. 96
Since 1982, actions of the U.S.-trained unit have been

difficult to trace.

On March 12, 1986, however, a group of 25-30

masked men, armed with machine guns, rifles, grenades and tear
gas, reportedly stormed the headquarters of the country's largest
teachers' union, COLPROSUMAH, and discharged their weapons
randomly, wounding one person and severely beating nine others,
according to a March 15 account in the Honduran daily EI Tiempo.
While the members of the team failed to identify themselves,
witnesses believed that it was a FUSEP squad, possibly part of
the U.S.-trained Cobra battalion.

Union leaders claimed the

assault was only the latest in a series of police raids against
them. Other unions have reported similar actions, according to
press accounts.
It appears that the formation and training of the "Cobra"
battalion were precursors for the training in EI Salvador by U.S.
advisers of the SWAT team described above.

If, in fact, it was

the "Cobras" that carried out the COLPROSUMAH and other assaults,
future anti-terrorist training by the United States of the
Honduran police forces may bode ill for Honduras' generally
improved human rights record, according to critics.
critics also stress the fact that FUSEP remains accountable
to the Armed Forces general staff, not to the civilian authorities.

Partly because of this, Honduran human rights monitors
96

See Pichirallo, supra. n. 95.
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say, police aid appears more aimed at counterinsurgency than at
dealing with common criminals.
This purpose was suggested in the 1986 Americas Watch report,
which cited popular opposition to further efforts by the United
states to train Honduran police forces in anti-terrorism:
Leaders from many sectors of Honduran society,
including the Catholic Church and the legal establishment, have privately voiced their fears that
the proposed police aid could do more harm than
good, encouraging the police to expand their
political, or "counterterrorist" functions instead
of carrying out their more prosaic civil duties
more effectively, and arresting the country's
growing crime rate.
"The citizens live in terror of crime," noted one
ranking church official. "The police don't even
patrol the streets here. Anti-terrorism funds are
the last thing we need."
.•• Even the director of the Central Penitentiary
questioned whether the counter-terrorism program
should be a national priority.
" ..• We don't even get a proper operating budget
here," he complained. "It's been suggested that we
could get some funds through the U.S., but nothing
has happened so far. It looks the U.s. will be
sending money to the police, but that doesn't help
us [because] they are part of the armed forces.,,97
What role, if any, U.s. personnel played in the training and
operations of the "Special Investigations Staff" headed by
Captain (now Major) Hernandez has not been fUlly disclosed.

In a

recent New York Times article, however, U.s. Embassy officials in
Tegucigalpa were quoted as saying that CIA agents "provided
training and advice in intelligence collection" apparently to the
unit involved " •.. as part of a program to cut off arms shipments
97

Americas Watch, Human Rights in Honduras, pp. 54-5.
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from Nicaragua to leftist rebels in Honduras and EI Salvador."
These sources, as well as senior Honduran military officials who
spoke with the Times, stressed that there has been no evidence
linking these CIA advisers to the actual operations, but, in the
words of one u.S. Embassy official, " ..• they knew about [the
killings and disappearances carried out by the unit] and when
some people disappeared, they looked the other way. ,,98
In response to these allegations, the CIA issued a statement
quoted in the Times which said:
There is no connection between specific professional
training which may have been provided by the united
States Government to Honduran security forces and
charges that Honduran security personnel subsequently
may have engaged in improper activities. At no time
has there been any united States Government involvement
in supposed death squad activities.
As in the case of EI Salvador, it appears clear that u.S.
training of police forces in Honduras has not enhanced the goal
of bolstering civilian control of the security forces which
remain directly responsible to and are an integral part of the
country's Armed Forces.

Skills taught by u.S. trainers over the

past four years have focused on the military capabilities of the
police, which continue to commit serious human rights abuses.
Further, the fact that Alexander Hernandez, the alleged
director of Honduras' death squads, was a beneficiary of assistance and training both by the OPS and more recent police-aid

98 James LeMoyne, "C.I.A. Accused of Tolerating Killings in
Honduras," The New York Times, Feb. 14, 1986.
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programs, indicates to critics that the lessons of the past have
been ignored.
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VI. Conclusions

I think there is a great tendency to rediscover the
wheel and start [it] rolling with an excess of
enthusiasm. 99
critics of the proposed counterterrorism package have asked
repeatedly why this aid program will turn out any differently
from the fate of oPS.

The Administration, in defending its

proposed Central American counterterrorism program before
congressional committees in 1985, stressed repeatedly that it had
learned from the mistakes of the past.

"Any counterterrorism

program that includes assistance to the police should take into
careful consideration past U.S. efforts and our overriding human
rights concerns to ensure that such assistance will strengthen,
rather than weaken, the rule of law and respect for civil
liberties and human rights," Assistant Secretary Abrams told the
Senate Foreign Relations Committee. 100
Pressed by lawmakers on the differences between the proposed
program and the OPS, Administration officials stressed two
points:

(1) that "[t]oday movement toward democracy [in Central

America] is the rUle, rather than the exception ..• [and thUS] the
context in which the counterterrorism program is being
99 Pat Holt, November 19, 1985, hearings before Senate
Foreign Relations Committee.
100 Abrams, November 5, 1985, hearings before Senate Foreign
Relations Committee.
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implemented is different from that which prevailed when the
Public Safety Program became controversial lOl ; and (2) that the
State Department's Bureau of Human Rights and Humanitarian
Affairs would playa part in the planning, clearance, and review
of the new program.

Such "significant institutional linkages

that were not built into the Public Safety Program [will provide]
built-in controls and oversight by the implementing federal
agencies and by the state or local police organizations who will
have a direct role in program implementation.,,102

In support of

the latter point, the State Department assured the Congressional
committees that "[a]ll of the training programs will include
specific human rights instruction.,,103
These distinctions fail to convince.

While it is true that

there has been movement toward elected governments in Latin
America, most of that continent enjoyed democratic governments
when OPS was most influential.

And, while the involvement of the

Bureau of Human Rights is a welcome institutional contribution to
police training, it is not as if the men who created, fashioned
and oversaw police training programs in OPS ignored human rights
in their programs.

As cited at length above, OPS administrators

and instructors repeatedly admonished police forces to avoid
"oppression" to develop "humane" standards in law enforcement,
101 Testimony of Deputy Assistant Secretary of State James
Michel, House Hearings, p. 51.
102

House Hearings, Appendix 6, p. 271.

103
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and to promote "respect for the rule of law."

While not called

"human rights" at the time, these concepts were integral to the
OPs curriculum.
But the critical question now, as then, is political will.
As long as the governments in question lack the political will to
force their security forces to obey civilian authority, to
discipline those within their ranks who commit serious human
rights abuses, and to purge and prosecute those members of the
security forces responsible for such abuses, these "human rights"
lessons and "institutional linkages" will be futile.
It was not, after all, the OPS's International Police Academy
that taught Roberto D'Aubuisson, Roberto Mauricio Staben, and
Alexander Hernandez to organize "death squads" to abduct, murder,
and "disappear" their own countrymen.

The problem was not with

the training that was received by these men; it was the way in
which the training was used.

As Pat Holt wrote in the Christian

science Monitor:
Once techniques are transferred through training
courses, or once equipment is delivered or
installed, the us loses all control over how the
techniques and equipment are used.
A sophisticated police communications system can be
used to capture common criminals, or to track down
terrorists, or to keep tabs on opponents of the
government. There is a tendency among Central
American governments to think someone is a
terrorist if he is also a political opponent. 104

104 Pat Holt, "Proper Skepticism About u.s. Counterterrorism
Aid," The Christian Science Monitor, December 4, 1985.
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The question now is whether the civilian governments in
office today in El Salvador, Honduras, and Guatemala have the
political will and ability to discipline those within the ranks
of the security forces who committed serious human rights abuses;
to purge and prosecute those who have committed serious abuses
against their fellow-citizens; to submit the security forces to
civilian authorities and uphold respect for the law.
As noted in a New York Times editorial:
••• it is naive to assume that training alone can
"professionalize" police in societies where
civilian authority is feeble •..
••. No American training can overcome a failure of
local authorities to control the police. Argentina's experience is instructive. "Disappearances"
and torture were common when its military rulers
were waging a dirty war against terrorism. But
police behavior improved dramatically when an
elected president took command in 1983. No special
training was required to end police lawlessness .
••• It isn't police manuals that need changing so
much as attitudes ••• 105
It remains for the Administration to show that those
attitudes have changed.

105 Editorial, "The Wrong Beat for American Cops," The New
York Times, December 16, 1985.
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