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Chorillo, Panama – Recently I attended a presentation here at a police station in which we viewed an old BBC television program describing the U.S. invasion of Panama on December 20, 1989.   The film was unabashedly one-sided anti-American and featured a Who’s Who of American anti-war luminaries of the day, such as Rear Admiral Eugene Carroll.  No matter the bias of the narrators, the viewer certainly could not argue that the United States did not use overwhelming, brutal force during this invasion to capture and remove the dictator, Manuel Noriega.  In terms of achieving the stated mission, the operation, code named, Just Cause, was a success.  But that achievement came at a high cost in terms of what is euphemistically called “collateral damage” which, in reality, was the death of large numbers of Panamanian civilians.
Part of the presentation included a question and answer session with a gentleman who lived here in the neighborhood where the majority of the fighting occurred.  Noriega had chosen to establish his headquarters in this extremely poor neighborhood due to its proximity to the canal, and where he would also be alongside many of his life-long supporters.  The U.S. forces knew exactly where Noriega was holed up and attacked the neighborhood with bombs, helicopter gunships, tanks and thousands of troops.  Many civilians were wounded or killed; estimates vary, but at least 500.  It is more likely that thousands died during the battle.  Our speaker’s wife was killed when a U.S. tank crushed the car she was riding in.   He said that he did not like, or support, Noriega, but that there surely was a better way to get rid of him.  Interestingly, he did not now seem to be bitter toward Americans - in fact, he is currently working part-time for an American company.
Why did the U.S. choose this option to remove Noriega?  The most likely reason, in retrospect, is that Noriega had lost his usefulness to the U.S.  For years, actually decades, he had been on the payroll of U.S. intelligence agencies, in spite of concurrently being intimately involved in international drug trafficking.  As he rose through the ranks of the Panamanian military, Noriega was an extremely useful conduit of information to the U.S. concerning the Communist government of Cuba, happenings in Nicaragua and neighboring Central and South American nations.  Even after Noriega became the de-facto ruler of Panama (he was never elected himself, although he rigged election victories for various puppets he controlled), the U.S. continued to provide him with money and diplomatic support.   Although it was obvious to everyone that he had fallen out of favor with most of his countrymen, the money still flowed to him. By the late 1980’s Noriega had become a brutal dictator who had no qualms about murdering political opponents and anyone else whom he felt was a threat.  Finally the U.S. decided that something had to be done to end his regime.  The plan which we developed was to invade Panama, capture Noriega and bring him to the U.S. to face drug trafficking charges.  Early in the fall of 1989, the American government began to assemble an invasion force of 27,000 troops combined with overwhelming military support.  The pretense used for the invasion was articulated by President Bush as fourfold:  safeguarding the 35,000 U.S. citizens living in Panama (a U.S. Marine was killed in mid-December), defending democracy and human rights in Panama, combating drug trafficking, and protecting the canal.  Of these “causes” I suspect that the canal loomed large.  Ironically Noriega was not killed or injured during the invasion, but was captured six days later, brought to the U.S., and convicted of drug trafficking. He spent 17 years in U.S. prisons in a cell with electronics and exercise equipment (because he successfully claimed that he was a prisoner of war) before being transferred to the France where he was convicted of money laundering.  A year later he was released back to Panama where he was imprisoned for human rights violations during his regime.  He died of a brain hemorrhage in a hospital here in Panama City in 2017.
American policy toward Central and South American has been essentially the same for the past two hundred years.  As declared in 1823 by President James Monroe, the “Monroe Doctrine” created a form of “Pax Americana” in which the U.S. mandated that there be no more European interference or military operations in these countries.  The U.S. became the self-declared protector.  Ironically, at the time of the declaration, the U.S. had no means to enforce this policy, but as American power grew over the next century U.S. governments of all political persuasions regularly saw fit to intervene when a perceived American interest was at risk.   Many argue that the sole reason that the U.S. intervened (via classic gunboat diplomacy) to assist the Panamanians in gaining independence from Columbia in 1903 was to install a government more friendly to the U.S. so that we could complete the failed French effort to build a canal connecting the Atlantic and Pacific oceans (and bail out French and American investors).  Nonetheless, once the canal was completed in 1914, a large corridor surrounding it was created, the Canal Zone, under total U.S. administration.  For the next 60 years the U.S. regarded this territory as American land; any threat was akin to a threat to the U.S.  
In 1977 President Carter signed the Torrijos-Carter Treaty transferring control of the canal to the Panamanians during the following 20-year period.  In spite of Panama now having complete ownership and operation of the canal, I would expect current and future American governments to feel free at any time to take whatever steps they felt necessary to keep the canal open to serve U.S. (and international) interests, just as President Bush did in 1989. One can look at the events currently unfolding in Venezuela to gauge the willingness of the U.S. to continue to attempt to exert both covert and overt actions supporting perceived American interests in the region.  I suppose that one’s view of this continuing U.S. policy toward Central and South American nations depends on your own worldview and politics. What is certain here in Panama now is that there is a democratic government (national elections take place in a few weeks), the country seems prosperous, and everyone I have met seems rather happy.  With respect to foreign policy, it’s always complicated. 
I thought that you might like to know.
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