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FOREWORD

This study traces the involvement of the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of
Staff and the Joint Staff in the planning, direction, and execution of JUST
CAUSE, the combat operations in Panama in December 1989. The study begins
with development of initial plans in February 1988 and concludes with the
surrender of General Manuel Noriega to US custody on 3 January 1990.

Or. Ronald H. Cole of the Joint Staff Historical Division researched and
wrote the study. For his sources, he relied on the files of the Joint Staff and
interviews with the Secretary of Defense. Richard B. Cheney; the Chairman of
the Joint Chiefs of Staff. General Colin L. Powell, USA; the Commander in
Chief, US Southern Command, General Maxweil R. Thurman, USA; the former
Commander in Chief. US Southern Command, General Frederick F. Woerner, Jr.,
USA (Ret); the Director for Operations (J-3). Joint Staff, Lieutenant General
Thomas W. Kelly, USA: and the Deputy Director for Politico-Military Affairs,
Strategic Plans and Policy (J-5). Joint Staff, Brigadier General David C. Meade.
USA.

The following Joint Staff officers provided Dr. Cole valuable assistance in
locating and using key documents as well as insight into the planning and
execution process: Colonel James Shane, USA: Major Raymond Meinyk, USA;
Colonel Kenneth W. Hess, USAF: Commander Russell L. Williams, USN: Colonel
Thomas O. Fieming, Jr.., USAF: and Colonel Antonio J. Ramos, USAF. Mr.
Wiliard J. Webb and Dr. Walter S. Poole of the Historical Division reviewed the
final manuscript and Ms. Penny Norman edited and prepared the manuscript for

publication.
- THEODORER COBERLY

Colonel, USA
Secretary, Joint Staff
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Chapter 1
Background of the:Crisis -

- Before Noriega.

(U) Panama is an isthmus nearly 400 miles long and 50 miles wide that
connects Central America to the South American continent. About the size of
South Carolina in square miles, Panama now contains nearly 2.3 million
Spanish-speaking people. most of mixed Spanish and Indian blood. Once a part
of the Spanish colony that later became Colombia, Panama won its independence
in 1903. That year. in the Hay - Bunau-Varilla Treaty, the new nation agreed to
let the United States build a canal across the narrow of the isthmus linking the
Atlantic and the Pacific Oceans.. in 1914 the United States completed the
project within a US-controlled “Canai Zone" zone extending five miles on either
side of the 52-mile long waterway.

(U) For more than six decades the canal played a pivotal role in US
strategic and commercial undertakings.. In the age of transcontinental airplanes.
and intercontinental missiles, however, the importance of the canal to US vital
interests diminished. Meanwhile, Panamanian nationalists increasingly resented
the US presence in the middie of their country. Thus from the riots in Panama
of 1964 to the Carter-Torrijos Treaty of 7 September 1977, US-Panamanian
negotiations cuiminated in an agreement whereby the United States promised to
cede control over the Canal to Panama by the year 2000. In agreeing to support
the President on this treaty. the US Senate inserted a proviso that permitted the
United States to continue to defend the Panama Canal after 1999 if there
occurred any interruption in the operation of the waterway. The Senators noted..
however, that this proviso should not be interpreted as the right of the United
States to intervene in Panama’s internal affairs or otherwise infringe upon that
country’s sovereignty.

24 (8) In the followina decade the Joint Chiefs of Staff continued to view the
Panama Canal as being of great strategic value. During a conflict in Western
Europe or the Middle East, possession of the Canal would permit US naval
vessels from the Pacific to reinforce vessels from the Atlantic involved in
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defending or supporting both-regions.
tlj'le Panama Canal could be used in wart

in-

the:hands of an anti-US government,
me by the-Soviet Union or one of its

client states; such as Cuba. to attack US maritime operations or, in peacetime,

to nurture leftwing insurgencies in Cent
i
tt\e United States. /

Tlhe Rise of Noriega

|

Lu.) (8f Manue! Antonio Nonega rose to
ofﬂcer in the service of the iate dictato
Torruos. After the death of Torrijos in

ral America and drug trafficking with-

power-as a highly effective intelligence

r of-Panama, Brigadier General Omar

1983, rumored by some to be at

Norieg!a's hand, Noriega took over the Panama Defense Force (PDF). an
orgamzatlon that subsumed all the armed forces. police, customs and
mvestlgatwe services of Panama. Noriega continued his earlier practice of
cultlvatlng friends and patrons within the US intelligence community and clients

u’uthln the Medellin drug cartel of Colombia.

A‘\dwser to President Reagan. Vice Admi

In 1985 the National Securlty
ral-John Poindexter, and the Assistant

S‘ecretary of State for InterAmerican Affairs, Elliott Abrams, warned Noriega of
US concern over his monopoly of power |and his involvement in narcotrafficking.

C“) gsf The first overt confrontation between Noriega and the United States
took place in June 1987 when a former chief of staff in the PDF, Colonel
Roberto Diaz-Herrera. accused his old master of complicity in the death of

|

Torn jos. electoral fraud, and the murder in 1985 of the leader of Noriega's

\
political opposition, Hugo Spadafora. During the anti-Noriega demonstrations

fhat ensued. Noriega's riot police suppressed the unarmed demonstrators. An’

angry group of US senators promptly passed a resolution calling for the dictator
to step down. A pro-Noriega mob attacked the US Embassy. and the State

Depar‘tment severed all economic and m

ilitary aid to Panama. On 5 February

1988 federal grand juries in Miami and Tampa. Florida. indicted Noriega and his
|

key henchmen. most in the PDF, of numerous counts of involvement in drug
{rafficl:king. Noriega demonstrated his defiance by replacing the nominal chief

|

1/ ALD. JCSM-75-87 to SecDef, 9 J
(13 May 87).
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