Guatemala: Anti-CAFTA Groups Targeted as Terrorists

By George Friemoth, MITF

During the period of May 8 to May 11, 2005 eight raids took place at organizations in Guatemala that have opposed the Central American Free Trade Agreement (CAFTA). In the vast majority of cases, important organizational information was stolen, but objects of value like printers, scanners, photocopiers, telephones, fax machines-even a new laptop (with no data) and a video projector-were left behind, indicating a clear political motive behind the break-ins. Organizers (?) said the modus operandi of the burglars were similar to those against government critics routinely during the internal armed conflict, and they raised concerns about renewal of paramilitary activity and clandestine operations.

The rash of break-ins took place as the Guatemalan President Oscar Berger was in Washington drumming up support for CAFTA, and after US Secretary of Commerce Carlos Gutierrez made a quite revealing claim that those who opposed CAFTA are “the same people who opposed democracy and liberty twenty-five years ago, “ and are essentially communists. When asked to comment on his remark, President Berger described it as “light” and “out of place.”

On May 11, Donald Rumsfeld, US Secretary of Defense expressed ‘concern’ at a breakfast meeting with the presidents of the five Central American countries and the Dominican Republic at the Pentagon. According to president Berger, Rumsfeld suggested that not passing CAFTA would lead to strained relations between the Central American nations and the US and would thereby hinder an US aid for “counter-narcotics” operations.

On a previous visit in March, Rumsfeld visited Guatemala City and announced that the Bush Administration was releasing 3.2 million dollars of previously frozen military aid to Guatemala. On the heels of widespread violence and repression by Guatemala State police and military forces of anti-CAFTA demonstrators, and amid ongoing protests, the announcement was made. Rumsfeld said, “I’ve been impressed by the reforms that have been undertaken here in the armed forces.” He told reporters, “I know it is a difficult thing to do, but it’s been done with professionalism and transparency,” referring to newly founded cooperation in security and CAFTA ratification 10 days earlier. He gushed, “ This is a magic moment.”

For most Guatemalans the resumption of US military aid and the recent May 10th ratification of CAFTA was not a magic moment! In a Gallup poll conducted in Guatemala from March 14-23, 65% of those polled believe that CAFTA would hurt the country. The 1996 Peace Accords limit the roll of the Guatemalan military to external defense and call for the dismantling of clandestine or illegal armed groups linked to Guatemala’s military. Seeing the military on the streets again involved in internal security operations with police repressing continuing protests against CAFTA is a matter of gross concern to many Guatemalan’s who remember the brutal repression of the past.

A few days after Rumsfeld’s visit, Guatemalan Defense Minister Carlos Aldana, in an interview with El Periodico, a Guatemalan daily remarked, “…the armed forces need to become more involved in internal security.” When asked, “Can the United States support armies in their new role that is more focused on internal security rather than defense?” Aldana replied, “I believe this is the spirit of Rumsfeld’s visit to Guatemala.”

While the 3.2 millions in military aid is relatively small, the resumption in US assistance represents a real landmark in US relations with the Guatemalan armed forces, which it actually put in power in the 1954 CIA directed coup against the democratically elected government of President Jacoba Arbenz.

The record of US complicity since the coup has been well documented, Guatemala’s Historical Clarification Commission set up under the 1996 UN-mediated peace accord found the countries military guilty of acts of genocide against the Mayan population during the 36-year civil war and responsible for 93% of the estimated killings. It also found that the US “lent direct and indirect support to some illegal state operations.”

The documentation was so overwhelming that former president Bill Clinton felt compelled to apologize, at an informal gathering of leaders from Guatemalan civic groups during a four-day tour of Central America in 1999: “For the United States, it is important that I state clearly that support for military forces or intelligence unites which engaged in violent and widespread repression, of the kind described in the report, was wrong. The United States must not repeat that mistake.”

Well, it looks like the Bush administration is bent on repeating the “mistake” of which Clinton warned. In his recent visit, Rumsfeld seemed convinced that the military’s reform merited a resumption of aid to Guatemala’s armed forces. The reform consisted chiefly of reducing to 15,000 soldiers from 27,000 and adopting a new military doctrine that emphasizes defense against external attack, rather than “counterinsurgency.” What does one call the military’s participation in recent joint police-military operations against anti-CAFTA demonstrators? Rights groups view such operations as, direct violations of the Peace Accords. Besides utilizing the army to help police disperse crowds and intimidate the anti-CAFTA movement and human rights groups, Berger has made protest a crime. Recently, 50 organizations from North America, Japan and Austria placed an ad in the Guatemala daily Prensa Libre-demanding and end to violence and the criminalization of protest. “Berger’s use of the military to suppress a peaceful demonstration was a little short of a shocking reversion to the bad old days when Guatemala was the worst human rights violator in the hemisphere.” (Council of Hemispheric Affairs, Press memo 30 March 2005)

Now, it’s all up to the US Congress to continue to do what it has done each year for the past 15 years and that is to deny funds for military training and assistance programs on ground of the Army’s grave human right record.
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