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Executive Summary

Purpose

To assist the administration and the Congress in the decisions they face
regarding Central America, GAO reviewed the impact of U.S. programs
and activities in the five Central American countries, Panama, and
Belize during the 1980s. These programs and activities focused on four
major U.S. policy objectives:

promoting regional security,

strengthening democracy,

achieving economic stabilization and structural adjustment, and
advancing equitable broad-based development.

GAO visited all seven countries and obtained perspectives from Central
American and U.S. experts on the region at Gao-sponsored conferences
in San Jose, Costa Rica, and Washington, D.C.

Background

Key events of the late 1970s and early 1980s, including (1) the signing
of the Panama Canal Treaty, (2) the rise of the Marxist Sandinista gov-
ernment in Nicaragua, and (3) the growth of leftist insurgency in El Sal-
vador, led to an increased U.S. focus on Central America. In response to
concerns about U.S. and Central American security, the United States
increased military aid to El Salvador and Honduras and in 1981 began
supporting the Nicaraguan Democratic Resistance (contras) in its oppo-
sition to the Nicaraguan government.

The National Bipartisan Commission concluded in a 1984 report on Cen-
tral America that foreign-supported elements were using the region’s
widespread poverty and social injustice to gain popular support against
the region’s governments. It recommended that the United States (1)
counter the foreign-supported elements fostering regional instability and
(2) promote democracy through programs to achieve economic growth
and development. In response, the Congress increased military aid to El
Salvador and Honduras and approved a 5-year economic aid program
for the region.

In the ensuing years, the United States continued to fund military and
economic assistance to the region, maintained a military presence in
Honduras to support U.S. military exercises and signal U.S. resolve to
support its allies from the Cuban/Nicaraguan threat, financially sup-
ported the contras, and continued diplomatic efforts to promote peace
and democracy in the region. Simultaneously, Mexico, Venezuela. Colom-
bia, and Panama persevered in their Contadora initiative begun in 1983,
which sought to resolve the conflicts in Central America and alleviate
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Executive Summary

Results in Brief

the tension between the United States and Nicaragua. Through 1987
several drafts of an agreement were circulated for approval, but all
proved unacceptable to either the United States, Nicaragua or other
Central American nations. In August 1987 the five Central American
countries demonstrated their desire to take control of the peace process
by signing the Esquipulas II peace accord. The accord called on all gov-
ernments to enact cease-fires and offer amnesty to internal opposition
groups, promote democratic reforms, cease all aid to insurgents, and
deny the use of their territories to elements seeking to destabilize Cen-
tral American governments.

By 1989 it was apparent that the peace plan had not resulted in the
changes anticipated and that compliance varied by country. Neverthe-
less, in February of this year, the Central American presidents renewed
their attempts to find a regional solution to the region’s problems. The
presidents took note of Nicaragua’'s democratization plans and agreed to
develop a plan for repatriating or resettling the contras, currently being
maintained inside Honduras with U.S. humanitarian aid. Subsequently,
the administration and congressional leadership agreed to pursue a
bipartisan policy of maintaining the contras in Honduras with U.S.
humanitarian aid until Nicaragua follows through on its pledge to hold
free elections in February 1990.

Although progress was made in achieving each of the four U.S. objec-
tives, less was accomplished than anticipated because regional conflicts
were not ended and economies did not rebound as envisioned. and the
time frames established were proven to be unrealistic. Moreover. some
countries could not quickly overcome a long history of military dictator-
ships, inefficient and corrupt government institutions, extreme poverty,
and political violence.

The United States, of course, cannot unilaterally remove the obstacles to
peace and development in Central America. The region’s development
will require a long-term U.S. financial commitment, greater support
from the international community, and a greater commitment by the
Central American countries themselves.

Our analysis strongly suggests that the United States should sujipwort
Central American initiatives such as the revived Esquipulas Il resional
peace plan. This plan provides a framework for Central Americins to
address current conflicts. The United States can support this eftort by
using this framework to address the major foreign policy issues it taoes
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Executive Summary

in the region. The current administration has demonstrated a greater
willingness to move in that direction, even if the recent bipartisan Cen-
tral American agreement does not call for the immediate repatriation of
the contras.

Principal Findings

Regional Security Remains
in Upheaval

Achievement of the first U.S. objective of advancing regional security
remains crucial to the success of the other three U.S. objectives of pro-
moting democracy, economic stabilization and structural adjustment,
and broad-based development. While, U.S. regional security policies may
have halted further Soviet expansion in Central America, peace and sta-
bility have not yet been achieved. High levels of U.S. aid prevented the
likely victory by insurgents in El Salvador; however, that insurgency
and the one in Guatemala continue. Efforts to professionalize and mod-
ernize military forces have been hampered by institutional weaknesses.
Some concerns exist about the susceptibility of weak civilian govern-
ments to military influence; however, at this time, the militaries in El
Salvador, Honduras, and Guatemala support their elected governments.
Despite U.S. pressure, Nicaragua’s Sandinista government and Panama’s
General Noriega rule without making major concessions to democracy.
Although the United States publicly supported peace efforts of the Con-
tadora Group and the Central American countries, at times U.S. policy
has had the effect of undermining the intent of these agreements.

Major security problems remain in Central America and Panama. In El
Salvador, extensive military aid will be required to continue the govern-
ment’s war against its insurgency, and only limited progress toward U.S.
economic, development, and democracy objectives can be expected until
the war ends. Nicaragua continues to pose security problems for the rest
of the region due to its past military buildup and support for insurgen-
cies. The debate continues over whether or not to allow Guatemala to
purchase lethal equipment with U.S. military aid. Finally, the continuing
crisis in Panama has raised concerns about U.S.-Panamanian relations,
the safety of U.S. personnel, and the security and operations of the
Canal after 1999.
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Executive Summary

Fragile Democracies Face
Major Challenges

The precise impact of U.S. programs and policies on the second objective
to promote the region’s movement toward democracy is difficult to mea-
sure. Economic support and development assistance helped maintain the
relatively stable democracies of Costa Rica and Belize and supported the
democratic transitions in El Salvador, Guatemala, and Honduras.
Although the overall human rights situation in Central America
improved, consistent respect for human rights has not been achieved.
Progress toward judicial reform was made, but serious deficiencies could
not be overcome in the short term. Continuing violence, inequitable
socioeconomic conditions, drug trafficking, corruption, and other condi-
tions pose significant challenges to the fragile democracies that have
evolved. These conditions could negatively affect democratic transitions
throughout the region unless democratic institutions and processes are
further strengthened.

Uneven Success in Meeting
the Economic Objectives

The success of U.S. efforts to achieve the third objective of economic
stabilization and structural adjustment varied by country. High levels of
U.S. aid helped to halt economic decline in El Salvador, Honduras,
Belize, Costa Rica, and Guatemala, but each country remains dependent
on external assistance. U.S. economic stabilization and adjustment
efforts were more successful in Costa Rica, Belize, and Guatemala
because these countries were committed to reforms that had popular
support. Still, Costa Rica must deal with a burdensome debt problem.
Belize has an inadequate economic base, and Guatemala has far-ranging
development needs. Progress in El Salvador was hampered by U.S. and
Salvadoran unwillingness to risk political instability arising from major
economic reforms, and extensive damage caused by the guerrillas and
the 1986 earthquake. Honduras did not accept the need for reforms.
viewed U.S. aid as a substitute for reforms, and was able to resist imple-
menting economic reforms the United States sought because the Hondu-
ran government supported U.S. regional security programs. However,
Honduras has recently been more amenable to reforms being suggested
by the United States. U.S. sanctions on Panama and Nicaragua contrib-
uted to already serious economic problems brought on by their political
situations.

Obstacles Facing Broad-
Based Development Goals

While U.S. aid has helped Central American countries maintain higher
living standards than otherwise would have been possible, the fourth
objective of broad-based development was not attained to the extent
anticipated. With the exception of Costa Rica, Central American coun-
tries remain constrained in their ability to provide social services to and
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Executive Summary

Matters for
Congressional
Consideration

generate jobs for the poor. Poverty and economic inequities continue, in
some countries at levels worse than a decade ago. Development progress
has been hampered by slowed economic growth, armed conflicts, weak
host government capabilities and their failure to implement needed pol-
icy and institutional reforms, natural disasters, a poor investment cli-
mate, and administrative requirements of U.S. aid programs.

Regional Security

GAO’s analysis suggests that, to further promote regional security, the
United States should support the regional peace plan by discussing with
the Central American presidents the U.S. role in (1) promoting a regional
solution on the future of the contras, (2) monitoring and verifying com-
pliance with the plan’s provisions, and (3) formulating penalties for non-
compliance and incentives for compliance.

Strengthening Democracy

GAO’s analysis suggests that, to support Central America’s movement
toward democracy, the United States should (1) support Central Ameri-
can initiatives and multilateral approaches when possible to lower the
U.S. profile in sensitive areas and reinforce societal elements working
toward democratic changes, (2) continue support for judicial reform and
the selective use of conditionality to urge governments to improve their
performance in the human rights area, and (3) intensify programs to
strengthen both civilian and military institutions with the aim of
increasing accountability and reducing the corruption and inefficiency
that undermine public confidence in democratic governments.

Economic Stabilization

GAO’s analysis suggests that, to further U.S. economic goals. the 1 nited
States should (1) assist Costa Rica in dealing with its serious commercial
debt problem; (2) continue assistance to Belize; (3) encourage (iuatemala
to privatize inefficient government-owned enterprises; and (4) recognize
that due to the political and security situation in El Salvador and the
absence of economic reforms in Honduras, additional and prolonged
assistance will be necessary.
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Executive Summary

Broad-Based Development

Agency Comm

ents

While greater progress is needed in attaining broad-based development,
any U.S. effort to accelerate progress would be undermined by the con-

tinuing regional conflicts and economic difficulties. GAO’s analy51s sug-
gests that if substantial progress is made in resolving these nroblems
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Overall, State disagreed with GAO’s assessment of the impact of U.S. pol-
icy and some programs and the reasons as to why peace has not been

achieved. The Department felt that in fairness Ga0 should have recog-
nized the nnpn—a:mdpd nature of 1J.S. efforts to pursue its goals and
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that the report implies that the United States cannot have interests sep-
arate from Central muericans, cannot act on its own to meet those inter-
ests, and 1naccurately describes why peace has not been achieved. The
report has been clarified to reflect agreement that the United States
must maintain the right and flexibility to determine its interests and
actions. in the report GAO points out that Nicaragua has contributed to
regional instability but also observes that social, political, and economic
conditions that caused the rise of discontent in Central American coun-

tries are similarly important in explaining the absence of peace.

The Agency for International Development generally agreed with our
observations on development-related issues and our analyses of U.S. sta-
bilization and adjustment efforts. It had some minor points of clarifica-
tion and/or disagreement, and GAO clarified the report to accommodate
these observations where appropriate. Agency comments and GAO
responses are included in appendix IV.
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Chapter 1

Introduction

Background

Central America’s recent political and socioeconomic difficulties have
resulted from a combination of internal and external circumstances.
Problems arising from a history of violence, oppression, poverty, and
social injustice were compounded by the world oil crises of 1973-74 and
1978-80 and subsequent international economic recessions. As these
problems intensified and the Soviet Union, Cuba, and Nicaragua began
to pose a security threat to the region and the United States, the admin-
istration and Congress began focusing more attention on Central
America.

Several key events of the late 1970s and early 1980s heightened U.S.
interest in Central America. The United States and Panama signed the
Panama Canal Treaties of 1977, which obligated the United States to
give control of the Canal to Panama by the year 2000. The Somoza gov-
ernment in Nicaragua was overthrown by the Sandinistas in 1979, and,
along with Cuba, the Sandinistas began supporting Marxist-led insur-
gents threatening to topple the government of El Salvador. The region’s
economic deterioration, heightened poverty, and sociopolitical unrest
were also increasing the number of immigrants illegally entering the
United States.

Marxist activity in the region raised the specter of eventual external
threats to U.S. security. To counter the threat posed by Salvadoran
insurgents, the United States provided El Salvador $6 million in military
aid in 1980 and $35 million in 1981. To counter Sandinista subversion,
the United States supported the Democratic National Resistance (con-
tras) to oppose Nicaragua's government, established a U.S. military
presence in Honduras, began an extensive program of training exercises
with the Honduran military, and increased its intelligence activities in
the region. U.S. assistance, conditioned on observance of human rights,
was rejected by the military government of Guatemala.

In 1983 the President created a National Bipartisan Commission on Cen-
tral America, chaired by former Secretary of State Henry Kissinger. to
recommend appropriate U.S. responses to the problems in Central
America. The Commission’s January 1984 report concluded that the
United States could best serve its strategic interests in Central America
by pursuing a policy that promoted long-term stability. It recommended
that the United States (1) assist the Central American countries in coun-
tering the foreign-supported elements that fostered regional instability
and (2) simultaneously initiate a 5-year, $24 billion assistance effort to
promote democracy through economic growth and development and
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Introduction

through support of democratic institutions.! The Commission projected
that the United States would provide $12 billion in assistance and that
international financial institutions, other bilateral donors, private inves-
tors, and commercial banks would provide the remaining $12 billion.
The Commission’s projections on external assistance to the region were
based on the assumptions that (1) the insurgencies in El Salvador and
Nicaragua and the political conflict between Nicaragua and its neighbors
would be eliminated in less than 2 years and (2) the Central American
countries would follow prudent economic policies and achieve steady
political and social progress. These assumptions and the time frames
were ultimately proven unrealistic.

Congress passed an emergency aid package for fiscal year 1984, and in
February 1984 the administration submitted the Central American
Democracy, Peace, and Development Initiative to the Congress. The ini-
tiative, designed to pursue the recommendations of the Kissinger Com-
mission, recommended a 5-year, $8.4 billion package of economic
assistance programs to cover fiscal years 1985 through 1989, including
$6.4 billion in funding and $2 billion in guarantees, and proposed sub-
stantial, but unspecified, increases in U.S. military assistance. Subse-
quently, an administration review recommended extending the initiative
through fiscal year 1992 with total funding of about $6.9 billion. The
assistance package focused on improving conditions in Costa Rica, El
Salvador, Guatemala, Honduras, and to a lesser extent Belize.

As shown in figures 1.1 and 1.2, the United States provided more than
$6.5 billion in military and economic assistance to Central America dur-
ing fiscal years 1981-88. During this period, U.S. military assistance to
the region increased from $44.8 million in fiscal year 1981 to a high of
$297.2 million in fiscal year 1984 before gradually declining to about
$132 million during fiscal year 1988. U.S. economic assistance, including
Economic Support Funds (ESF), Development Assistance, food assistance
provided under Public Law 480, and Peace Corps activities, also dramat-
ically increased from $247.3 million in fiscal year 1981 to a high of
$957.2 million in fiscal year 1987 before falling to about $730.0 million
in fiscal year 1988. El Salvador was the largest aid recipient during this
8-year period, receiving a little more than $3 billion, approximately

$2.2 billion of which was economic assistance. In addition, the United
States provided $1.4 billion to Honduras, $1.1 billion to Costa Rica.
$620.4 million to Guatemala, and $85.6 million to Belize.

'The recommended $24 billion did not include Belize, which is generally considered to be pait f the
Caribbean rather than Central America.
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Figure 1.1: U.S. Economic and Military |
Assistance to Central America for Fiscal
Years 1981-88 1200 Obligations (Dollars in Millions)
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Figure 1.2: Assistance to Central
America by Country, Fiscal Years
1981-88
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Figure 1.3: Map of Central America
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Objectives, Scope, and
Methodology

To respond to the request of the Chairman, Senate Committee on For-
eign Relations, and to assist the new administration and the Congress in
addressing future decisions, we reviewed the impact and effectiveness

of U.S. programs and activities implemented in Central America during
the 1980s. For purposes of this review, we defined Central America to
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include the five countries that traditionally comprise the region—Costa
Rica, El Salvador, Guatemala, Honduras, and Nicaragua—as well as
Belize and Panama. We examined U.S. programs and activities that
sought to attain four major U.S. policy objectives: (1) promoting regional
security, (2) achieving economic stabilization and structural adjustment,
(3) advancing equitable broad-based development, and (4) strengthening
democracy.

In evaluating the impact of U.S. programs and strategies in the region,
we

interviewed U.S. government officials and representatives of private
sector organizations and multilateral institutions in the United States;
conducted an extensive review of literature, including U.S. government,
host-country government, and international organization reports and
studies;

sponsored a symposium in San Jose, Costa Rica, to obtain the perspec-
tives of experts from Central America regarding U.S. programs and
activities in the region;

interviewed U.S. government and host-country government officials and
representatives of private voluntary organizations, multilateral organi-
zations, political parties, and the private sector in all seven countries;
and

conducted a conference on Central America and a workshop on Panama
in Washington, D.C., during which U.S. government and nongovernment
experts discussed our tentative review findings and shared their views
concerning the future direction of U.S. policies in the region.

We have included in-depth analyses of Central America in the report.
While reference to Panama is made in the report, our review of this
country continues.

Our fieldwork was conducted during the same period as a related Con-
gressional Research Service study on Central America.? We coordinated
our efforts with the Service, both in the field and in Washington.

Representatives of the Departments of State and Defense and the Agency
for International Development (AID) informally commented on a series of
internal GAO discussion papers as our review progressed and participated
in our Washington conference on Central America. State and AID repre-
sentatives also participated in the workshop on Panama.

2Forum: Central American Dilemmas and U.S. Policy, Congressional Research Service. Febritary 1989
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Chapter 2

Impact of U.S. Assistance in Advancing
Regional Security

The rise of insurgencies and the increasing overall threat of Soviet-
Cuban-Nicaraguan expansion in Central America have presented serious
challenges to U.S. and Central American security during the 1980s. Cen-
tral America is strategically vital to the United States. U.S. foreign trade
and petroleum pass through the Panama Canal and the Caribbean, and
about half of all sea cargo would pass through the region to supply
North Atlantic Treaty Organization allies in a crisis. The Kissinger Com-
mission, in recommending its plan for addressing the internal and exter-
nal threats to regional security suggested that ‘“the United States faces
serious strategic implications due to Soviet-Cuban support for armed
insurgency in the region.” The Commission warned that consolidation of
a Marxist-Leninist regime in Nicaragua would create a permanent secur-
ity threat to the region. The concerns of the Commission and others that
“communist-led” terrorism, influence, and destabilizing actions were
occurring in Central America and reports of a major military buildup by
the Sandinistas resulted in a substantial commitment of U.S. military aid
and support to the region to protect the security of the United States
and its Central American allies.

Through this commitment, the United States has made some progress in
advancing regional security, and U.S. programs have had some positive
impacts in Central America in the 1980s. U.S. aid prevented the take-
over of the Salvadoran government by leftist insurgents, enhanced Cen-
tral American militaries’ capabilities, and may have halted further
Soviet expansion in the region. However, regional conflicts have not
ended, as assumed by the Kissinger Commission, in part, according to
the Department of Defense (DOD), because they received 22 percent less
in military assistance than requested. The Sandinista government of
Nicaragua has consolidated its power and remains a security concern to
its neighbors. The U.S.-supported contras, once seen as an answer to the
Nicaraguan problem, are now perceived by Honduras as a potential
threat to its political, economic, and social well-being. The Salvadoran
insurgency has been greatly reduced but remains a continuing threat to
El Salvador’s security and stability. Guatemala has also reduced the
number of insurgents but has not been able to end the insurgency Fur-
ther, some countries have had difficulty overcoming a legacy of mihtary
dictatorships, inefficient and corrupt government institutions. extreme
poverty, and political violence.

There are limits to what the United States can do to alter events in the
region. Recent events, including a renewed emphasis on the Centr.il
American peace plan and a willingness on the part of the governments
of El Salvador and Nicaragua to discuss or propose solutions to the
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region’s conflicts, may eventually restore peace to the region. If so, the
U.S. role in assisting Central America may be different in the future.

According to the Department of State, the United States established
security objectives in Central America to protect the United States and
the Central American region from potential Soviet, Cuban, and Nicara-
guan aggression and the exportation of insurgency and to promote peace
and democracy in the region. In 1984 the administration reported that
“the export of violence by Cuba and Nicaragua with Soviet backing is
the principal external security threat to democracy in the hemisphere”
and noted that the United States was working to contain “Nicaragua’s
military ties to Cuba and the Soviet bloc, its subversive activities, milita-
rization, and internal repression.” According to U.S. government offi-
cials, the Nicaraguan government, supported by Cuba and the Soviet
bloc, was trafficking arms to El Salvador’s Farabundo Marti Liberacion
Nacional (FMLN) insurgents. Further, the Nicaraguan military was under-
going an unprecedented military buildup and acquiring large amounts of
military equipment and armaments from the Soviet bloc. Moreover, both
the Soviet Union and Cuba were providing military advisers, thus giving
Nicaragua a considerable military advantage over the other countries in
Central America.

U.S. interests and security objectives were also reflected in the Kissinger
Commission report. The Reagan administration requested that the Kis-
singer Commission study the situation and recommend alternatives for
dealing with the region’s political, social, economic, and security issues.
The administration adopted the Commission’s recommendations, includ-
ing the recommendation to focus U.S. aid on security goals in order to
restore peace and stability to the region. The Commission’s report stated
that the general strategic objective of U.S. diplomacy in Central America
should be to remove the civil wars and national conflicts from the global
East-West context to their more appropriate level of regional or internal
strifes. Specifically, the Commission recommended that the United
States provide significantly increased levels of military aid to El Salva-
dor in the short term to help end the war, provide increased military
assistance to Honduras to build a credible and deterrent force against
Nicaragua, provide assistance to Guatemala to aid it in pursuing a more
consistent and humane counterinsurgency strategy, assist Nicaragua in
becoming a peaceful and democratic neighbor, and promote democracy
and development in all the Central American countries. Because of the
Commission’s recommendation to increase military aid to the region,
particularly to enable El Salvador to defeat the FMLN insurgent forces,
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Congress met the administration’s fiscal year 1984 supplemental aid
request of $553.7 million, of which $195.2 million was military aid.

In addition to providing military support to the Salvadoran government
in its armed conflict, in 1981 the United States authorized covert
paramilitary actions against the Sandinista government in Nicaragua by
funding the contras. Congressional debate followed about these covert
activities and, in 1982, Congress passed the Boland Amendment to
ensure that monies appropriated for the contras would not be used to
overthrow the government of Nicaragua. Reports of increased covert
and illegal actions and mining operations resulted in the passage of an
amendment in 1984 to prevent any further direct support of the contras.
The President signed legislation authorizing $27 million in humanitarian
aid for the contras. Thereafter, in October 1986, Congress approved the
administration’s request for $100 million in lethal and nonlethal aid to
the contras, and in 1988 Congress appropriated a total of $45 million in
humanitarian assistance to the contras and victims of the Nicaraguan
conflict. Funding for the contras has been one of the most controversial
foreign policy issues of the 1980s. In March 1989, the administration
announced that it had reached a bipartisan accord with the congres-
sional leadership to foster peace while continuing nonlethal aid to sus-
tain and/or relocate the contras. The bipartisan agreement provides for
$49.75 million through February 1990, by which time the Sandinistas
have pledged to hold free elections.

To achieve its security objectives in Central America, the United States
not only provided increased levels of security assistance to the region
and funded the contras in their armed conflict against the Sandinista
government but also enhanced intelligence activities; expanded U5 mil-
itary exercises, most notably in Honduras; funded humanitarian and
civic action activities; imposed conditions on U.S. aid to El Salvador and
Guatemala based on democratic reforms and increased respect for
human rights; and applied economic sanctions to Nicaragua. Security
assistance to the region peaked during fiscal year 1984, particularly to
El Salvador and Honduras, and declined during the latter part of the
1980s, with El Salvador and Honduras continuing to receive the highest
amounts of U.S. military aid.

Efforts to Promote Peace
Through Dialogue

As part of the strategy to bring peace and security to the region. [" S

officials engaged in bilateral talks with all nations, including Nicuragua,
and publicly supported Central American peace efforts such as FEsquipu-
las II. During bilateral talks with Nicaragua, the United States raised its
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security concerns, including (1) an end to Nicaraguan support of insur-
gencies, (2) a reduction in the size of the Nicaraguan military, (3) the
removal of Soviet and Cuban influence, and (4) the development of
political and democratic pluralism. The Nicaraguan position called for
(1) an end to U.S. support for the contras, (2) a reduction in the U".S.
military presence in Honduras and El Salvador, (3) an end to military
exercises near Nicaragua'’s borders, and (4) respect for Nicaraguan sov-
ereignty. In other efforts to promote peace, Secretary of State Shultz
met with Central American leaders and dispatched special U.S. envoys
on several occasions to convince them to support U.S. policies and iso-
late Nicaragua. The situation, however, remained unresolved.

The Contadora initiative, which began in 1983, was an effort by the for-
eign ministers of Mexico, Venezuela, Colombia, and Panama to consider
means to resolve conflicts in Central America and alleviate the tension
between the United States and Nicaragua. Together with the Central
American countries, the Contadora group set out to negotiate a compre-
hensive agreement on Central American political, economic, and security
issues. Some members of Congress endorsed the agreement 4s a peace-
ful, muitilateral alternative to what, in their opinion, had been a con-
frontational approach toward Nicaragua. The administration and other
members of Congress declared their support for the initiative but contin-
ued to back military efforts as necessary to strengthen negotiations and
protect the region’s security. Through 1987, several drafts of the Con-
tadora Agreement were circulated for approval, but all proved unac-
ceptable to either the United States, Nicaragua, or the other Central
American nations. The Reagan administration voiced its support for the
plan but expressed its concern over implementation of specific aspects
of the initiative and the absence of enforcement mechanisms. Also miss-
ing from the proposal was a requirement that Nicaragua end its align-
ment with the Soviet bloc and Cuba.

Central American experts raised concerns about U.S. attempts to domi-
nate events in Central America, the stalemate between the United States
and Nicaragua, and the U.S. contra policy. However, many Central
Americans also shared U.S. concerns about regional security and the
verification of Nicaragua’s compliance with the peace agreement (On
August 7, 1987, the Central American presidents demonstrated thear
desire to take control of the peace process by signing the Esquipulias 11
peace accord in Guatemala. The plan represented a compromise among
the five Central American countries. While its provisions applied to all
the countries, it provided a basis to come to terms with the situation in
Nicaragua. The accord calls on governments to (1) enact cease-tires and
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offer amnesty and dialogue to internal opposition groups, (2) promote
implementation of democracy, (3) cease military and other aid to insur-
gents, and (4) deny use of their territories to elements seeking to
destabilize Central American governments.

After nearly 18 months, the peace plan had not resulted in the major
changes anticipated, and compliance with the plan’s provisions varied
from country to country. For example, Nicaragua continued to resist
pressure to democratize citing U.S. aid to the contras as the cause, and
the staging of the contras in Honduras placed Honduras in a noncompli-
ance position. Nevertheless, the Central American presidents renewed
their commitment to the plan in February 1989 meetings in El Salvador.
At those meetings, the presidents took note of Nicaragua’s recent plans
for promoting democracy and agreed to prepare a plan on how to repa-
triate or relocate the contras, who are currently in camps within Hondu-
ras. The presidents also discussed the proposed multilateral verification
efforts to ensure compliance with the plan’s security and democracy-
related provisions. These proposals call for (1) the United Nations to
monitor and verify security provisions in each country and assist in the
repatriation or resettlement of refugees and the contras and (2) an inter-
national team to observe elections in Nicaragua in February 1990.

After providing extensive U.S. military assistance, regional security
remains a major problem of the United States and its Central American
allies. Overall, the success of U.S. programs and activities varied signifi-
cantly from country to country. U.S. aid prevented the likely victory by
insurgents in El Salvador; however, that insurgency continues, as does
the one in Guatemala, where the United States has not provided funds
for the purchase of lethal weapons or ammunnition since fiscal year
1986. U.S., Honduran, Salvadoran, and Costa Rican government officials
still view Nicaragua as a threat to the stability of the region.

Overall, U.S. government officials cited inconsistent, lower-than-
requested funding levels and host government institutional problems as
the primary reasons that U.S. security objectives have not been fully
attained. In addition to these factors, some U.S. security objectives may
not have been fully attained because they were implemented at cross-
purposes with other U.S. objectives and without full consideration of
their possible consequences. For example, some U.S. actions may have
contributed to increasing the number of refugees and the plight of the
middle class, increasing Central American dependency on the United
States, and alienating traditional U.S. supporters. Inconsistent funding
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of the contras, unilateral imposition of economic sanctions on Nicaragua,
and a conditional commitment to the Central American peace plan frus-
trated some Central Americans. The increased funding during the 1980s
raised the dependency of Central American militaries—particularly
those of El Salvador and Honduras—on the United States for their sus-
tainment and support even though these increasing levels of assistance
and military equipment might have been necessary to achieve security
goals. In sum, U.S. projections on what the aid could achieve, specifi-
cally in putting down insurgencies, proved to be unrealistic.

El Salvador Struggles to
End Conflict

From fiscal years 1981 to 1988, the United States provided El Salvador
with nearly $825 million in Military Assistance Program (MaP) and For-
eign Military Sales (FMS) credits funds and prevented the insurgents
from overthrowing the Salvadoran government. The program expanded
inventories of defense equipment and improved firepower, mobility, and
cornmand, control, and communications. In addition, up to 55 U.S. mili-
tary trainers are assigned to Salvadoran military commands to provide
training. These trainers, along with technical assistance provided under
MAP and the International Military Education and Training (IMET) pro-
gram, have helped the Salvadoran military increase its professional and
technical skills and have assisted the Salvadoran army in taking the
offensive against the insurgents. U.S. efforts to promote respect for
human rights and condition aid accordingly have helped reduce the
number of reported human rights abuses from the number reported in
the early 1980s, although such abuses continue to occur.

In analyses throughout this period, the administration was fairly opti-
mistic about ending the conflict with the higher levels of assistance that
it requested and ultimately obtained. U.S. and Salvadoran military offi-
cials now agree that the insurgency will not be entirely eliminated until
the causative social, political, and economic injustices are eradicated.
They define “winning” as containing the insurgency sufficiently to
allow some economic and democratic progress to occur. Under this sce-
nario, high levels of both U.S. military and economic aid to El Salvador
will be required over the long term just to maintain the status quo. U.S.
military officials agree that, without a political solution, the war could
continue for years and that the Salvadoran military will require

$100 million annually (in current U.S. dollars) for sustainment only . In
addition, significant amounts of economic assistance will have to con-
tinue simply to repair damaged infrastructure and maintain the econ-
omy and standard of living at passable levels. As a result, the ['nited
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States would have to scale down projections of what its economic aid
could reasonably achieve under war conditions.

The United States can strengthen its efforts in El Salvador by

(1) encouraging government-insurgent negotiations toward a settlement
and (2) conditioning U.S. assistance on government actions to reduce
human rights abuses and continue democratic reforms. While peace
would create an environment for progress toward meeting El Salvador’s
socioeconormic needs, it still would not guarantee success. Serious eco-
nomic and social problems will remain, requiring a high degree of long-
term external support. Reconstruction needs, pervasive poverty, a high
population growth rate, the weaknesses of civilian institutions com-
pared with the strength of the military, and extreme political polariza-
tion that grew out of the conflict are only a few of the problems.
Reducing the size of the 54,000-member military to its pre-buildup level
of approximately 15,000 would create a major unemployment problem.
In the absence of high levels of foreign assistance to deal with these
problems, these conditions most likely would lead to further social
unrest and potentially the reemergence of the insurgency.

U.S. Relations With
Nicaragua and the Contras

Bilateral relations between the United States and Nicaragua have been
severely strained due to Nicaragua's failure to comply with the promises
it made in 1979, the subsequent cutoff of U.S. economic aid, and the
arming of the contras in response to intelligence reports that the
Sandinistas were actively supporting the insurgents in El Salvador.
According to the Department of Defense, Soviet bloc deliveries of mili-
tary supplies to Nicaragua were valued at $3.2 billion during the
1980-88 time period. Further, Soviet economic assistance, totaling about
$475 million, continued in 1988.

Stated U.S. objectives towards Nicaragua have not been entirely clear or
consistent. Depending upon the timing or the source, U.S. objectives
have ranged from containing Nicaragua’s Marxist-Leninist government
to destabilizing it to democratizing it. Economic sanctions imposed in
1985 to pressure Nicaragua to democratize further inflamed relations as
the Sandinista government accused the United States of meddling in its
internal affairs and seeking its overthrow. U.S. economic sanctions
against Nicaragua contributed to further impoverishment of its popula-
tion without resulting in changes in its undemocratic regime.

Over this time period, some Central American leaders have opposed the
U.S. strategy, believing it to be counterproductive to obtaining peace in
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the region. The leaders of El Salvador and Honduras, however, actively
supported the U.S. position, believing the Sandinistas to be direct
threats to their security. Nicaraguan opposition leaders with whom we
met were also not unified in their support of U.S. policy. Some stated
that it invested too heavily in the military option, did not follow
through, and largely ignored other tactics, such as more active support
of the civic opposition. Some also believed that U.S. sanctions have not
had the intended result of reducing the power base of the government
but had contributed to the exodus of the educated middle class and
potential opposition leaders; some U.S. Embassy officials agreed with
this position that U.S. policy was contributing to the “Cubanizing” of
Nicaragua. Other opposition leaders expressed concern that the unilat-
eral and overt U.S. strategy was converting a Nicaraguan problem into a
United States versus Nicaragua issue and putting them at more personal
risk than was necessary. The leaders called for a more regional, multilat-
eral approach so that being anti-Sandinista would not necessarily be
viewed as being pro-United States. Nevertheless, some opposition and all
contra leaders believed that military pressure was and still is essential.

The government of Nicaragua has promised elections in 1990 and claims
that it does not and will not actively support the insurgents in El Salva-
dor. It has released some political prisoners, permitted more freedom of
the press, and reportedly has allowed the private sector limited space to
operate without strict government control. Nicaraguan opposition and
U.S. government officials point out that these pledges were made before
with little long-term effect. It is speculative as to whether this is a per-
manent improvement and, if so, whether it is the result of direct and
unilateral U.S. actions, regional peace efforts, or a combination of both.
For example, according to Sandinista government officials with whom
we met, the U.S.-supported contras and U.S.-imposed economic sanctions
were the primary cause of their failed economy, the justification for the
largest army in the region, and the reason they could not democratize, as
they were in effect at war. Further, they stated that U.S. policy isolated
Nicaragua from the West and forced them into further alignment with
the Eastern bloc. The recent announcement by the Bush administration
that it will not seek lethal aid for the contras and will actively support
the regional peace efforts will deny the Sandinistas further pretexts for
not following through on their promises to support security and democ-
racy. Though the contras’ military pressure did not impel the Nicara-
guan government to take significant steps toward democracy. the
administration credits the contras’ military pressure as instrumental in
bringing the Nicaraguan government to sign the peace pact. Nicaraguan
officials told us that the Esquipulas II regional peace plan provided the
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impetus to begin a dialogue concerning the contras. At this time, there is
a bipartisan consensus in the United States to encourage a peaceful reso-
lution but also to support the contras as a source of pressure on the
Nicaraguan government to follow through on its pledge to institute

greater democratic freedoms. The contras indicated they would return
to Nicaragua only if such freedoms are guaranteed.
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At this time, the majority of the contras are be in base

camps in Honduras with humanitarian aid. Accordmg to Honduran offi-
cials, the increasing number of contras, family members, and supporters
ﬂeemg Nlcaragua could raise economic, political, and internal @ecunty
pI'()Ulenlb for Honduras if ulé“y' continue to remain in Honduras. T ney
have urged U.S. officials to assume responsibility for the resettlement of
the contras if aid is not resumed. Meanwhile, both Nicaragua and the
United Nations are reportedly preparing plans for the resettlement or
repatriation of the contras. The March 1989 Bipartisan Accord on Cen-
tral America, which appropriated nearly $50 million in humanitarian
assistance for the contras, stipulates that funds may be used for the con-

tras’ voluntary reintegration and/or relocation into Nicaragua.

The U.S. Presence in

To increase the Honduran military’s ability to deter potential Nicara-
guan aggression, the United States provided the Honduran armed forces
with $398 million in MAP and FMS funding to provide air and naval sup-
port and to improve force mobility and combat readiness. The United

States also provided deployment training to enhance capabilities of and

relations between U.S. and Honduran armed force units. Approximately
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1,100 U.S. rmhtary personnel have been present at Soto Cano Air Base—

£ almarnala .
1ormer Ay Palmerola Air Base—since 1983 f;} to support U.s. training

exercises and U.S. 1nte111gence activities in Honduras, (2) to signal U.S.
resolve to support its allies against the Cuban/Nicaraguan threat, and
(3) to assist the Honduran military in providing humanitarian aid and
civic action to remote areas. Although opinion poiis indicate that this
U.S. presence has been well received by most Hondurans, it is also the
source of unfavorable press and has attracted occasional terrorist acts.
In addition, according to U.S. Embassy officials, U.S. efforts to maintain
a presence at Soto Cano have prompted Honduran officials to seek a
bilateral defense agreement and preferential treatment in exchange for
use of Honduran facilities and support of U.S. policies in the region. [".S.
government officials stated that the United States is not planning to con-
struct permanent facilities and emphasized that there are no plans to
relocate 1.S. military operations to Honduras after their scheduled ter-
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mination in Panama.
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Guatemala and the Lethal
Aid Debate

The Outlook for
Regional Security

The debate continues over whether or not to reinstate lethal U.S. mili-
tary aid to Guatemala. U.S. concerns about excessive human rights
abuses by the Guatemalan military resulted in a prohibition in the fiscal
year 1986-87 Foreign Assistance Act on the use of the U.S. funds to pur-
chase lethal military arms and ammunition. The United States began
providing nonlethal aid to Guatemala in 1985 to support Guatemala’s
counterinsurgency campaign and to recognize its democratically elected
government. From fiscal year 1986 to 1988, Guatemala received $19
million in MAP funding to repair or acquire nonlethal military, engineer-
ing, transportation, and communications equipment. Guatemala has
been able to reduce the number of insurgents to a relatively low level,
but it has been unable to prevent the insurgents from continuing terror-
ist and propaganda campaigns. The suspension of U.S. military assis-
tance produced major shortages of military equipment. Although U.S.
prohibitions against Guatemala’s use of MAP funds to purchase lethal
weapons could not prevent Guatemala from purchasing some lethal
weapons from the United States and other countries with its own funds,
purchases have been limited by budget constraints, according to Guate-
malan and U.S. officials. U.S. and Guatemalan military officials point to
Guatemala’s efforts to establish democratic processes and institutions
and its budget restraints as justification for reinstating lethal aid. How-
ever, other U.S. experts on Central America and U.S. and Guatemalan
human rights groups believe that Guatemala’s human rights record and
the limited effectiveness of institutions created to investigate human
rights abuses still do not justify the reinstatement of lethal aid.

Past U.S. policies in the region appear to have been driven largely by the
threat of an increasing Soviet bloc influence in the region and, more spe-
cifically, the threat posed by Nicaragua. However, despite Nicaragua's
military buildup, Central American officials believe that Nicaragua is
not likely to engage in open warfare with its neighbors, particularly in
view of its current economic situation. Further, in their view, if Nicara-
gua were to openly attack any of the Central American nations, the
United States would provide for their defense. Nevertheless, domestic
problems within each country could continue to stall the attainment of
regional stability.

Some experts at our Washington and San Jose conferences believe that
in the process of modernizing Central American militaries, the United
States may also have increased their power to the detriment of civilian
governments. The Salvadoran armed forces improved their capabilities
but increased approximately threefold during the 1980-88 period. While
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the Honduran military has remained at roughly the same size during the
same period, some U.S. experts on Latin America believe that continued
high levels of military aid to both Honduras and El Salvador could fur-
ther undermine civilian efforts to gain control of the military. Others
oppose aid to the Guatemalan military for similar reasons. At this time,
however, all three militaries are supporting their elected officials.
Whether or not the militaries wield unacceptably high levels of power
behind the scenes, as some critics contend, is difficult to determine. Nev-
ertheless, the United States should ensure that any U. S. military assis-
tance is balanced with programs to support democratic institutions and
improve the management capabilities and skills of the civilian
administrators.

Domestic and host-country conditions have also hampered the effective-
ness of the U.S. security assistance programs. For example, limited
funding has slowed progress toward modernization in Costa Rica and
Guatemala. In Honduras, MAP allocations will be used over a 3- to 4-vear
period for a major aircraft acquisition, thereby delaying purchases of
helicopters and other needed equipment into the future. In the area of
training, as evidenced in the region, courses aimed at teaching the mili-
tary respect for human rights and democracy are not necessarily suc-
cessful. Participant selection, military advancement, and rotational
policies within the host countries sometimes result in the ineffective
placement and use of U.S.-trained individuals. Further, some country
officials indicated that U.S. training does not always fill their needs. For
example, Costa Rican officials said that they did not need infantry train-
ing but rather instruction in investigative techniques, refugee manage-
ment, and border patrol.

In addressing the overall thrust of the U.S. strategy toward the region,
the consensus of the U.S. experts who attended the GAo conference in
Washington, D.C., was that the relative strength of militaries vis-a-vis
weak civilian governments, government ineffectiveness in addressing
social problems, drug trafficking, corruption, pervasive poverty. social
inequities and injustice, and growing numbers of refugees and displaced
persons also pose substantial threats to the region and should have tig-
ured more predominantly in decisions on U.S. strategies. Central Ameri-
can government officials generally agreed that the United States needs
to focus on these major political and socioeconomic problems, which rep-
resent the underlying causes of instability in Central America and &ive
rise to social unrest and insurgencies. U.S. government officials con
tended that these factors were considered but that the results were “ine-
ven because of the complexity of the situation.
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While some U.S. programs had a positive impact on regional security,
others accomplished less than anticipated and in some cases contributed
to or created new problems in the region. Massive levels of U.S. assis-
tance helped the Salvadoran military to counter the challenge from left-
ist insurgents, thereby preventing Soviet bloc expansionism. However,
this success came at a cost to U.S. socioeconomic objectives for the coun-
try and created a Salvadoran dependence upon U.S. assistance. U.S. sup-
port of the contras kept pressure on the Sandinista government to
democratize but hampered implementation of the regional peace plan,
which required removal of all insurgent forces. Further, the future of
the contra forces is now a concern to Honduras. Finally, in our opinion,
overreliance on unilateral strategies to achieve regional security has
been interpreted by Central Americans as weak U.S. support for Central
America’s regional peace plan, even though the United States publicly
supported it. In addition to the threat posed by Nicaragua, the political
stalemate in Panama has heightened concerns about the security of U.S.
personnel and the security and operations of the Canal after 1999 (see
app. III for further discussion).

Long-term regional stability cannot be achieved until the socioeconomic
problems are adequately addressed. However, long-term strategies for
rectifying these problems cannot be effectively implemented until cur-
rent conflicts are resolved. Our analysis strongly suggests that the
United States should join with El Salvador, Honduras, Guatemala, and
Costa Rica in support of Central American initiatives such as the
revived Esquipulas II regional peace plan. This plan provides a frame-
work for Central Americans to address current conflicts. The United
States can support this effort by using this framework to address the
major foreign policy issues it faces in the region. The current adminis-
tration has demonstrated a greater willingness to move in that direction,
even if the recent bipartisan Central American agreement does not call
for the immediate repatriation of the contras.

Our analysis suggests that to further promote regional security, the
United States should support the peace plan by discussing with the Cen-
tral American presidents the U.S. role in (1) promoting a regional solu-
tion on the future of the contras, (2) monitoring and verifying
compliance with the plan’s provisions, and (3) formulating penalties for
noncompliance and incentives for compliance.
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Increased U.S. dialogue with the Central American countries within the
framework of the regional peace plan would entail increased multilat-
eral dialogue with the Soviet Union, Nicaragua, and possibly Cuba. Nev-
ertheless, unless both Soviet and Cuban military aid to Nicaragua and
the size of the Nicaraguan military are reduced in response to any demo-
bilization of the contras, Nicaragua will continue to pose a security
threat to the region. Improved U.S.-Soviet relations and the Soviet
Union’s need to reduce financial outlays abroad offer opportunities for
both countries to discuss a reduction of their military involvement in the
region.

Agency Comments

Overall, the Department of State expressed concern over our characteri-
zation of U.S. efforts to achieve regional stability, requesting more
emphasis on U.S. contributions and limits placed on the achievement of
U.S. objectives by conditions in each country. We believe these issues are
discussed in this or other chapters of the report. Further, the Depart-
ment stated that peace has not been achieved because of the actions of
the Sandinista government of Nicaragua. We recognize that the govern-
ment of Nicaragua has contributed to the problems in the region. We
believe, however, that those domestic social, political, and economic
injustices that caused the rise of discontent in Central American coun-
tries are similarly important in explaining the absence of peace. All of
the Department’s comments and our responses are included in appendix
IV. DOD did not supply written comment, but we obtained informal com-
ments from appropriate DOD officials and incorporated them where
appropriate.
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Fragile Democracies Face Major Challenges

Although the precise impact of U.S. programs and policies on the move-
ment toward democracy is difficult to measure, U.S. and host country
officials generally agreed that progress toward democracy has been
made during the 1980s throughout Central America with the exceptions
of Nicaragua and Panama. The well-established Costa Rican and rela-
tively new Belizean democracies have not been challenged, and El Salva-
dor, Guatemala, and Honduras have made progress in their democratic
transitions. On the negative side, both the Marxist Sandinista govern-
ment in Nicaragua and the military-dominated regime in Panama remain
firmly in place without major concessions to democracy. Despite the
progress made in the rest of Central America, continuing violence, ineq-
uitable socioeconomic conditions, drug trafficking, corruption, and other
conditions pose significant challenges to the fragile, evolving democra-
cies. These conditions could negatively affect democratic transitions
throughout the region unless democratic institutions and processes are
further strengthened.

U.S. Strategies for
Strengthening
Democracy

The United States has followed multiple strategies in attempting to
strengthen democracy in Central America. It provided ESF assistance to
enhance the economic stability of democratic governments, development
assistance to improve the environment for democracy to grow, and
security assistance to protect democratic governments from insurgents
and potential external aggression. Diplomatically, the United States pro-
moted and supported free elections, adherence to human rights princi-
ples, and a proper role for the military in relation to civilian
governments. As part of the Central American Initiative, the United
States expanded or introduced specific programs to strengthen electoral
systems, improve judicial and legislative processes, promote respect for
human rights, broaden participation in democratic processes, and rein-
force democratic ideals. Finally, the United States provided aid to the
contras and imposed economic sanctions against Nicaragua and. more
recently, Panama to pressure these governments to democratize.

The major U.S. departments and agencies implementing democratic ini-
tiatives were the Departments of State and Defense, which encouraged
government and military respect for human rights; the Department of
Justice, which assisted State in providing police-related training; AiD.
which administered a wide array of democratic initiatives in the areas
of elections, judicial reform and training, legislative and municipal gov-
ernment development, media development, democratic publications, US.
scholarship opportunities, and others; the United States Information
Agency, which continued existing educational and cultural exchange
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Progress Made, but
Substantial Challenges
Remain

programs to reinforce democratic values and counter Soviet bloc influ-
ence; and the Peace Corps and the U.S.-funded Inter-American Founda-
tion, which implemented programs aimed at increasing grassroots
participation in economic activity and decision-making.

Other U.S.-funded private entities also participated in the U.S. effort.
The National Endowment for Democracy channeled funds through

(1) the American Institute for Free Labor Development to promote the
growth of democratic labor unions, (2) the Center for International Pri-
vate Enterprise to advance private enterprise and assist business
associations, (3) the National Republican and National Democratic Insti-
tutes for International Affairs to assist political party organization and
development, and (4) other private grantees to promote democratic plu-
ralism. Other U.S.-funded private voluntary organizations sponsored
certain development programs aimed at broadening popular participa-
tion in democratic processes, including the development of cooperatives
and the integration of women and indigenous populations into the devel-
opment process.

The U.S. Congress has taken specific steps to promote democracy
through various legislative actions. For example, it (1) influenced
administration policy regarding the contras; (2) authorized and ear-
marked funds to strengthen the administration of justice in Latin Ameri-
can and Caribbean countries; (3) permitted funds for police training in
El Salvador and Honduras, provided that certain conditions were met;
(4) required that aid to El Salvador and Guatemala be suspended if their
elected governments were deposed by military coup or decree; and

(5) placed various stipulations on aid to El Salvador and Guatemala
based on human rights concerns. While other forms of economic assis-
tance to Nicaragua were suspended, the Congress earmarked funds for
the National Endowment for Democracy to support the democracy-
related activities of private grantees inside Nicaragua. Regarding Pan-
ama, few democracy-oriented programs were implemented.

With the exceptions of Panama and Nicaragua, progress was made
toward establishing credible electoral processes, strengthening judicial
systems, and encouraging adherence to human rights principles
throughout Central America. U.S. and host government officials believe
that U.S. programs have played an important role in this progress. How-
ever, democratic institutions and processes remain fragile and need to
be further strengthened if the substantial challenges to democracy are
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to be effectively met. Moreover, it may be difficult for host governments
and regional institutions to sustain some U.S. initiatives.

Elections

The most prominent measure of the growth of democracy in Central
America has been the transition from military to elected civilian govern-
ments in El Salvador, Honduras, and Guatemala. Since 1982, El Salvador
has held six elections, including the March 1989 presidential election, in
which the conservative Nationalist Republican Alliance (ARENA) party
defeated the incumbent Christian Democratic Party (PDC). Although
violence surrounding the election prevented many from voting, a coali-
tion of left-of-center parties with ties to the insurgency entered the Sal-
vadoran elections for the first time, thereby permitting the Salvadoran
people to choose public officials from a more representative political
spectrum. The 1985 Honduran presidential election marked the first
time that one popularly elected civilian government succeeded another.
The cooperation exhibited between the civilian government and military
leaders since Guatemala’s transition to a civilian democracy in 1985 is a
significant departure from the past. An AID evaluation of U.S. electoral
assistance concluded that direct U.S. technical assistance and limited
funding to electoral commissions coupled with U.S. support for the
regional Center for Electoral Assistance and Promotion (CAPEL) probably
helped to establish the credibility of elections in these countries.

Despite these transitions to civilian government, the existence of elec-
tions has not allayed the concerns of many Central Americans over the
relative strength of the military in relation to the still weak civilian gov-
ernments. Some of the Central Americans who attended our conference
in San Jose believe that the real power in their countries remains in the
military and that if a crisis occurred, the military would reassert its
power. (See app. II.) One State Department publication, in outlining the
challenges to democracy in Central America, notes that *‘the risk of
renewed military interventions will increase again in direct proportion
to the difficulties democratic governments will have in coping with eco-
nomic and social problems and in fighting insurgency, terrorism. and the
illegal narcotics traffic.” The Department concludes that civil-military
cooperation will be critical in dealing with these challenges to
democracy.!

'Democracy in Latin America and the Caribbean: The Promise and the Challenge, 1S [w v o of
State, March 1987.
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Judicial Reform and
Administration of Justice

The State Department believes that, throughout Central America, civil-
ian institutions critical to democracy’s proper functioning, such as judi-
cial systems, the press and media, electoral procedures, and political
parties, remain fragile and need to be further strengthened. In this con-
nection, in the area of judicial reform, AID (1) financed assessments of
the judicial systems throughout Central America and formulated bilat-
eral assistance programs to address identified needs; (2) encouraged
governments to establish national commissions to stimulate needed
reforms; (3) sought to improve the institutional capacities of the courts
through judicial training, technical assistance, equipment, and facilities;
(4) provided funding, training, and equipment for a special investiga-
tions unit and a forensic unit in El Salvador to improve the govern-
ment’s capacity to investigate sensitive crimes; and (5) helped
strengthen the capacity of the Latin American Institute for the Preven-
tion of Crime and Treatment of Offenders (ILANUD) to extend judicial
training throughout the region.

U.S. government officials readily acknowledged that, despite these
efforts, overcoming the serious deficiencies in most Central American
judicial systems has to be considered a long-term process and that sub-
stantial improvements cannot be expected soon. For example, in El Sal-
vador, where the United States has had a judicial reform program since
1985 and where it has made the greatest financial commitment, U.S.
government officials noted that the public continues to question the
credibility of the judicial system because (1) the military continues to
shield its officers from the normal judicial system; (2) the government
unit investigating sensitive crimes is headed by military officers, raising
questions over its impartiality; and (3) the political appointment and
frequent turnover of judges negates the effectiveness of training and
works against the goal of a professional judiciary.

The modest accomplishments achieved thus far, the sensitivity of some
of the activities being undertaken, and, in the view of some U.S. govern-
ment officials, the lack of political will by some governments to improve
their systems have led Congress to question whether administration of
justice programs should be continued. Several nongovernmental partici-
pants espoused this view of AID’s administration of justice programs in
El Salvador, Guatemala, and Colombia at a March 1989 symposium
sponsored by the Washington Office on Latin America and the American
University. U.S. government officials, while acknowledging these diffi-
culties, noted that U.S. efforts toward judicial reform were first insti-
tuted in 1985 and that insufficient time has elapsed to expect
substantial progress.
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Human Rights

In the area of human rights, U.S. government officials and Central
American observers of human rights agreed that the overall human
rights situations in Central America had improved over conditions in the
early 1980s; however, they also noted that abuses still occur at unac-
ceptable levels in all countries except Costa Rica and Belize. For exam-
ple, according to statistics collected by the U.S. Embassy in El Salvador,
the average number of apparently politically motivated deaths per
month declined from about 800 a month in 1980 to 32 a month for the
first 6 months of 1988. However, U.S. government officials voiced con-
cern that the number of deaths had gradually increased over the past
year. The head of Tutela Legal, the human rights organization of the
Catholic Church in El Salvador, agreed that this has been the general
trend but noted that Tutela Legal consistently reports higher numbers of
abuses than either the Salvadoran government or the U.S. Embassy. U.S.
and host country government officials in Honduras and Guatemala also
noted overall improvements in the human rights situations in these
countries over the decade but said that these countries had also expe-
rienced a rise in violence over the past year.

U.S. government officials in El Salvador, Guatemala, and Honduras
believe that the U.S. tactics used 