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6. 
 

Global Watersheds & Domestic Transitions: 
Challenges to Reagan-Bush Credibility and the Origins of the Panama 

Problem, 1985-1988 
 
 
Mr. President, one more about Noriega. The combination of sanctions and negotiations has 
been going on for an awfully long time, and it seems as if the United States looks 
progressively weaker. Aren’t you a little angry that Noriega has managed to humiliate and 
embarrass the United States? That the United States has been looking so weak when it has 
gone up against this man? 
 

Reporter at Reagan press conference, 19881 
 
 
Bush-Noriega ‘88—You Know They Can Work Together 
 

Democratic bumper sticker, 1988 
 
 
‘How can we make the argument we’re getting tough on drug dealers if we let [Noriega] off?’ 
Vice President Bush argued at a May 1988 meeting of the National Security Council 
[regarding dropping drug indictments against Noriega in a deal to remove him from power]. I 
supported him on both policy and political grounds. As a nation, we couldn’t be in the posture 
of cutting a deal with one of the worst drug dealers in the world. As a presidential candidate, 
the Vice President would also suffer politically from such a perception. It was bad policy—
and bad politics. 

 

James Baker III2 
 
 
 
 

For the first four years of the Reagan presidency, U.S. foreign policy had been guided 

by one overarching goal: an aggressive rollback of Soviet influence predicated by renewed 

U.S. credibility as a world leader and military superpower.  The process would take its cue 

from a U.S. triumph in Central America, where the leftist Sandinista government continued 

to thwart Washington’s plans.  In Panama, Manuel Noriega transformed himself into a key 

component in U.S. intelligence operations in the Central American region.  As a result, 

                                                 
1“Remarks and a Question-and-Answer Session with Reporters, May 17, 1988,” PPP-CD, Ronald Reagan, p. 
605. 
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intelligence which portrayed Noriega as corrupt and involved in drug smuggling went 

ignored, as did his hindrance of any sort of democratic opening in Panama.  Indeed, Noriega 

was regarded as a key ally in the region.  Reagan’s plan for rollback depended on a 

successful dénouement in Nicaragua, which, in turn, was perceived in many ways to depend 

on continued collaboration with the Noriega regime. 

 On the home front, Panama had dropped from newspaper headlines with the signing 

of the new treaties.  Reagan’s first-term push to restore the international power of the United 

States was met by general approbation from the voting electorate, and little scrutiny was lent 

to unscrupulous or undemocratic U.S. allies.  What attention there was was directed toward 

more obvious candidates like Ferdinand Marcos in the Philippines or the counter-

revolutionary government of El Salvador.  In no way were White House concerns with 

international or domestic political credibility jeopardized by the status quo in Panama.  Nor 

were drugs the volatile domestic political issue they would became in the latter half of the 

decade.  For the Reagan White House, Noriega’s involvement in cocaine smuggling and 

Panama’s undemocratic military government were nowhere near as important as his high-

profile cooperation in drug interdiction efforts, clandestine support of the Contras, and 

regional intelligence gathering.  It wasn’t until Ronald Reagan’s second term in office that 

the U.S.-Noriega relationship changed from one of accordant cooperation to open animosity.  

It did so as a result of dramatic changes on both the international and domestic levels. 

By the start of Reagan’s second term in office, the world milieu had entered a period 

of dramatic change.  Whether due to Reagan’s efforts to re-forge the unity of the Western 

                                                                                                                                                       
2Baker, pp. 179-180. 
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alliance or to internal economic decay, the USSR underwent a significant political 

transformation during the early 1980s.  As a result, U.S.-Moscow relations began to thaw.  In 

September 1984 Soviet Foreign Minister Andrei Gromyko visited Washington to smooth 

communication with the Reagan administration. On the heels of Reagan’s 1984 electoral 

victory, Washington and the Kremlin announced new arms control negotiations for the 

coming year.  By March 1985, a young party reformer named Mikhail Gorbachev had 

become premier, astounding the world with sweeping reforms in both domestic and 

international policy.  Reagan’s rhetoric took a noticeable turn toward reconciliation.  By July 

1985, the White House had announced the first summit of U.S.-Soviet executives since 

1979.3 

 The new situation was certainly more peaceable, but it was in its way more 

challenging than the tensest hours of the Cold War ever had been.  Disarmament and grand, 

high profile international diplomacy were now the tools of engagement.  For nearly fifty 

years the question had been: who would set the world’s ideological agenda?  Now it was: 

who would be the guiding-hand behind a new, post-Cold War peace?  Perhaps not 

unsurprisingly, despite a clear enthusiasm to renew détente, it was the aging Ronald Reagan, 

not the young Soviet premier, who seemed most reluctant to relinquish traditional Cold War 

policies of deterrence.  For instance, after the October 1986 Reykjavik summit, where Soviet 

offers of an immediate 50 percent cut in nuclear capabilities and complete disarmament by 

1996 had foundered on Reagan’s refusal to kill the U.S. Strategic Defense Initiative (SDI) 

                                                 
3Gaddis, Unexpected, p. 126. 
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program, the picture of a White House out of tune with the rest of the world seemed nearly 

complete. 

 Gorbachev was a shrewd player.  He challenged the Reagan foreign policy with a 

keen understanding of the forces driving the U.S. foreign policy process.  For example, 

 
Soviet officials told Philip Taubman of the New York Times...that Gorbachev had proposed 
the weekend talks with President Reagan, surprised the American delegation with a package 
of new arms control proposals, and forced the discussion to a point where historic accords or 
abrupt failure seemed to be the only alternatives...The same Soviet officials also added: ‘If the 
Soviet leader can make a convincing case that Mr. Reagan blocked a chance to curtail the 
arms race by insisting on continuing development of a space-based defense system, then Mr. 
Gorbachev can turn the Iceland talks into a significant public relations victory for 
Moscow...help to sway the outcome of critical races for the [U.S.] Senate next month...and 
make inroads in Western Europe, where Moscow has tried unsuccessfully to draw American 
allies away from their support for Washington’s nuclear policies.’4 
 
 
After Reykjavik, Gorbachev stayed on the offensive.  Touring Europe, he repeated his 

proposals for 50 percent cuts in strategic weapons, the complete cessation of nuclear testing, 

and the elimination of nuclear weapons before the end of the century.  He charged that 

Reagan hoped to achieve military superiority through SDI and was unwilling to disarm, 

adding that the U.S. president had “bur[ied] the accords on which we already reached 

agreement.”5 

 Where once the international audience had welcomed Reagan’s renewal of U.S. 

commitments to mutual defense and deterrence, however, now it seemed equally receptive of 

Soviet offers to build a new post-Cold War order.  As one account reminds us: 

 
a number of circumstances…were coming together to weaken the prestige of the 
administration. In August there had been the damaging flap of ‘disinformation’ regarding 

                                                 
4P. Edward Haley, “You Could Have Said ‘Yes’: Lessons From Reykjavik,” Orbis, Vol. 1, No. 1, (Spring, 
1987), p. 75; p. 81. Soviets cited in Phillip Taubman, “Russians See Fertile Ground for Broad Diplomatic 
Gains,” The New York Times, October 14, 1986. 
5Haley, p. 75; p. 87. 
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Libyan leader Muammar Qaddafi. The administration had shown itself to be disingenuous, 
willing to sow false news stories about internal opposition to Qaddafi and promote false 
rumors about a U.S. strike...Next came the initial impression of failure at Reykjavik, with all 
this meant for the hopes of everyone for world peace. There followed the loss of Republican 
control of the Senate, a development that threatened the administration’s ability to lead the 
nation and the Western alliance in a coherent way as the Presidential election of 1988 
approached…the Soviets clearly weakened the prestige of the President and his advisers with 
their manipulation of the controversy over total elimination of all nuclear weapons...the total 
elimination bungle made the President in particular and the administration in general look 
shallow and foolish.6 
 
 

Indeed, world opinion was shifting decidedly in opposition to the hard-line foreign policies 

of Reagan’s first term.  The UN responded to Reagan’s imposition of a U.S. trade embargo 

against Nicaragua in 1985 by voting 91-6 to condemn the action.  The following year the 

World Court judged that the United States was in breach of international law for “training, 

arming, equipping, financing and supplying the Contra forces” as well as for mining harbors 

and attacking various facilities in Nicaragua.7  Gorbachev’s diplomacy effectively redefined 

the Cold War conflict at a time when the USSR was incapable of sustaining its overseas 

military commitments.  By convincing the world community that the issue was not war, but 

in fact peace, he reshaped the terms of the East-West contest.  Ultimately, Reagan would 

have little choice but to respond in kind to his overtures. 

 Moscow’s offers of a new, more profound détente had a popular appeal both overseas 

and, perhaps most significantly, within the United States.  As the White House sought to 

reinvent its Soviet policy and traditional Cold War tensions declined, new foreign policy 

concerns emerged in the public and in Congress.  The effect these developments would 

eventually have on U.S. Panama policy was profound.  As Margaret Scranton observes: 

 

                                                 
6Ibid., pp. 91-94. 
7Smith, Talons, p. 185. 
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[a] foreign policy consensus had predisposed the Carter and Reagan administrations to 
overlook mounting evidence of abuse of power and drug trafficking by Panama’s military 
regime. After 1980, renewed cold war beliefs pulled both administrations toward security 
objectives that so overshadowed negative developments in Panama that these simply did not 
figure in decisions on U.S. Panama policy...Later, receding threats, globally and in the region, 
diminished Noriega’s value…When the cold war gave way…the rationale for the U.S. ‘play 
ball’ strategy was undermined.8 
 
 

Clearly, Washington’s Latin America policies felt the impact of the new international 

climate.  After four years of acrimonious debate over Reagan’s aggressive approach to 

Central America, Congress and the U.S. electorate increasingly opposed continued hostilities 

there. 

Given that the Cold War appeared to be approaching closure, the Democrat-led 

congressional assault on Reagan’s foreign policies that came on the heels of the new détente 

was unsurprising.  As well-received as the Great Communicator may have been by the 

mainstream public, his laissez-faire foreign policy management style and rollback of 

economic policies established under the New Deal and Great Society had earned him 

significant enmity on Capitol Hill.  Reagan opponents desperately wanted to find a chink in 

his armor.  While the president did shift toward creative engagement with the Soviets, his 

Central American policy—which remained fraught with covert indiscretions and a devil-

may-care élan—offered Democrats an opening. 

By his fifth year in office, Reagan’s policies of escalation in Central America had 

been transformed into the source of both bitter domestic debate and international disapproval.  

Washington had granted more aid to Central American militaries between 1980 and 1983 

than during the entire preceding Cold War era, yet the administration’s tactics were hardly 

                                                 
8Scranton, Noriega Years, p. 20. 
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working as promised.  In 1981 the Salvadoran rebels had numbered some 3,000; by 1984 

their ranks had swollen to 10,000 men; in the same period, the Sandinista army had doubled 

in size.9 Moreover, the violence had spread.  Nearly the entire Central American isthmus was 

now a war zone, with civil wars in Nicaragua, Guatemala, and El Salvador killing thousands, 

polarizing society, and prompting many to seek refuge across the southern U.S. border.  As 

media coverage of violence in the region became the staple of nightly news broadcasts, 

opinion both within the United States and elsewhere held that the time for Central American 

peace was at hand. 

 The hard-liners in control of Reagan’s Central America policy, however, resisted any 

attempts at reconciliation in the region, and by 1984 their adherence to policies of 

containment and rollback ran aground on a growing trend in Latin America toward renewed 

civilian involvement in politics after decades of military rule, civic upheaval, and counter-

revolutionary violence.  As U.S. military aid continued to flow to the Contras and to the 

militaries of Honduras, El Salvador, and Guatemala, four democratic Latin allies of the 

United States decided to initiate an independent attempt at peacemaking.  In 1983, Colombia, 

Mexico, Panama, and Venezuela began a major effort to de-escalate the Central American 

conflict: the Contadora Peace Plan.  Announcing general support for the plan’s underlying 

principles, the U.S. critiqued its logic, asserting that Nicaragua would never sign on.  For a 

Reagan White House bent on exerting U.S. leadership in the region, the initiative was a direct 

challenge. 

                                                 
9LaFeber, Revolutions, pp. 303-304. 
* 
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 The plan’s initial success, however, left the United States looking obstinate and 

bellicose.  By September 1983, the Contadora nations succeeded in getting all five Central 

American nations, including Nicaragua, to agree to the reduction of military forces, 

termination of military aid to rebel groups, and the initiation of electoral reforms.10  This 

reinforced the growing perception that Reagan’s handling of Central America was a foreign 

policy failure.11 

Domestically, this perception had produced an opposition group that included an odd 

mix of interests: the Democrat-controlled House found support from moderate Republicans 

in the Senate, while church groups’ critiques resonated improbably within a U.S. military 

establishment determined, after Vietnam, to never again wage a limited war with unclear 

objectives.  “The problems down there are not military,” one army colonel told the New York 

Times in 1984.  “You shouldn’t send soldiers to solve political and economic problems.”12  

Arguments which compared the U.S. involvement in Central America to the Vietnam War 

became common in domestic political debates.  A Reagan-appointed Bipartisan Commission 

on Central America, headed by Henry Kissinger, did little to stem the rising tide of anti-

escalation sentiment.  In fact, after the 1984 release of the Commission’s report—which 

supported Reagan’s policies—domestic political dissent only increased.  Even traditionally 

anticommunist congressmen like Patrick Moynihan declared the commission had not 

uncovered any evidence supporting White House claims of eastern bloc subversion in Latin 

                                                 
10Ibid., p. 305. 
11The initiative enjoyed support in Congress as well as in the UN and the OAS, but the White House response 
was decidedly unenthusiastic. The administration escalated the number of U.S. military advisers based in the 
region and announced that 30,000 U.S. troops would take part in the largest joint military practice maneuvers in 
the history of inter-American relations.  Covert CIA operations against Nicaragua were stepped up. LaFeber, 
Revolutions, p. 305. 
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America, and a State Department paper released soon after the Commission report asserted 

that Soviet influence in Central America was, in fact, declining.13 

 Gradually, as a result of these changes on the domestic, hemispheric, and 

international levels, the Reagan administration’s foreign policy gradually shifted directions.  

Some members of Washington’s foreign policy establishment, such as elements within the 

State Department, now concerned themselves more with issues like democratization and 

economic integration.  The White House focused on engagement with the Soviets.  In 

Congress, traditional concerns over the Cold War balance of power gave way to worries tied 

to Islamic fundamentalism and the threat of terrorism, European nationalism, the rise of the 

Pacific Rim as an economic power, international narcotics trafficking, and Central American 

demobilization.  The shift did not occur equally across the board, however; Reagan’s “hands-

off” approach to the implementation of his foreign policy had led to the 

compartmentalization of his foreign policy apparatus, and even as he responded to the new 

Kremlin and worked to hammer out the details of disarmament and co-existence, factions 

within his administration handling Central America policy continued with their policies of 

clandestine war and subterfuge. 

 Despite the altered global context, U.S. concerns with international credibility 

remained undiminished.  Washington still hoped to maintain 

the Western alliance intact, set the global economic agenda, and bring developing nations 

into alignment with the Western model.  Now, however, proving itself capable of managing a 

post-Cold War peace was becoming as essential to the United States as demonstrating 

                                                                                                                                                       
12Quoted LaFeber, Revolutions, p. 306. 



Shadow Boxing 
copyright © 2000 George Kourous 
 

 

107 

willingness to engage the USSR in Third World arenas or providing Europe with a nuclear 

umbrella.  This convergence of new foreign policy imperatives with old ones exacerbated the 

schizophrenic nature of the Reagan foreign policy establishment.  Faced with criticism 

from the Contadora nations for continued U.S. arms flows to Central America and, at home, 

growing public sentiment against regional policies, and congressional restrictions on lethal 

aid to the Contras, the administration’s Central America team expanded covert activities in 

Central America.14 

The architects of U.S. foreign policy during Reagan’s first term prioritized above all 

else the reassertion of U.S. credibility overseas via aggressive military engagement and rigid 

policies of containment.  They had identified Central America as the region where those 

policies most urgently needed to be implemented, and remained convinced that the region 

was the critical battleground in the United States’ struggle to lead the world community.  

They continued to argue that a “failure” in Central America would be a disastrous blow to 

Washington’s international credibility.15 

But that approach—designed and implemented by a small group which each day 

found itself more isolated from the mainstream foreign policy community—was increasingly 

out of alignment with the new international and domestic mood.  Indeed, when news broke in 

1984 that the CIA had illegally mined Nicaraguan ports, the domestic political reaction was 

                                                                                                                                                       
13Ibid., p. 308. 
14In 1981 Reagan had ordered U.S. intelligence to “support and conduct paramilitary operations” against 
Nicaragua.” “Finding Pursuant to Section 662 of the Foreign Assistance Act of 1961, Concerning Operations 
Undertaken by the CIA in Foreign Countries, Other than Those Intended Solely For the Purpose of Intelligence 
Collection,” NSC/205 33343, December 1, 1981, Nicaragua 1978-1990, National Security Online Archive, 
(www.seas.gwu.edu/nsarchive/). 
15Perched at the center of a regional web of intrigue and espionage, Panama’s Manuel Noriega was a key player 
in Washington’s covert Central American operations. 
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unambiguous.  That spring, the GOP-controlled Senate voted 84-12 to condemn the mining, 

and all U.S. aid to the Contras (at that point, limited to humanitarian assistance) was 

terminated. Leaders from eleven Protestant denominations, the Roman Catholic Bishops 

Council, and the Nation Council of Churches condemned policies of military aid and called 

on the administration to back the Contadora Plan.  An April 1985 New York Times public 

opinion poll showed that disapproval of Reagan’s actions in Central America outranked 

approval by three to one.16 

The downward spiral continued when it was revealed that the CIA had also supported 

bombing runs over Nicaraguan cities and was providing Latin American governments with 

training in assassination and torture.17  While his overall approval rating remained high, 

Reagan’s policies toward Central America were now the object of widespread reproach.  On 

the Panamanian front, these developments meant that Noriega’s worth as an intelligence 

asset was poised for a devaluation.  Cast from the mold of the stereotypical Latin American 

caudillo, Noriega was patently undemocratic and a significant player in the hemispheric drug 

trade.18  In the emerging post-Cold War era, working with crooked dictators was becoming 

an anachronistic policy.  Continued U.S. involvement with Noriega would soon become a 

credibility “time-bomb” set to explode when the transformation to the post-Cold War era 

became complete. 

                                                                                                                                                       
*  
16LaFeber, Revolutions, p. 309. 
17Smith, Talons, pp. 184-185. 
18Dinges, passim; Richard M. Koster and Guillermo Sánchez, In the Time of Tyrants, 1968-1990, (NY: W. W. 
Norton, 1991), passim; Seymour Hersh, “Panama Strongman Said to Trade In Drugs, Arms, and Illicit Money,” 
The New York Times, Thursday, June 12, 1996, p. A1. 
*  
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 Indeed, as U.S. diplomatic relations with the Soviet Union improved, chief among the 

new foreign policy issues being discussed in Washington—more prominent even than 

discussions regarding nuclear non-proliferation or democratization—was international drug 

trafficking.  Disapproval of the administration’s Central America policies was reinforced by 

unsettling rumors that U.S. allies in the region—namely, the Contras and Manuel Noriega—

were heavily involved in the flourishing hemispheric narcotics trade.  As Congress prepared 

to investigate these charges, an internal decay of the Noriega regime rendered the 

Panamanian strongman even more vulnerable to charges that he was corrupt, authoritarian, 

and a threat to stability in the Central American region. 

 

 Noriega first raised eyebrows in Washington as a result of human rights abuses and 

political repression that seemed to reveal his government as patently undemocratic.  The 

situation, some worried, called into question the transfer of the canal to a stable and 

democratic Panama and sent the message that not all U.S. allies needed to democratize.  The 

Panamanian strongman had come to power over the period 1981-1984 by surgically 

dismantling a five man military junta established upon Omar Torrijos’ death, and used the 

military-civilian apparatus his mentor had constructed to exert control over the country’s 

political life.  (In 1978 Torrijos had institutionalized his military government by creating a 

ruling party, the Democratic Revolutionary Party (PRD), closely tied to the Panamanian 

military and dependent on the same support base as the Panamanian Defense Forces (PDF).19  

It was a system that offered a pretence of democratic government but which kept power 

firmly in the military’s hands.) 
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Despite his moves to accrue more authority to himself, Noriega’s actions created a 

split within the PDF-PRD axis.  Disputes among the junta members had led to the removal of 

figurehead President Aristides Royo in early 1982; by 1984 Noriega had forced the other 

members of the junta from power but continued political infighting led him to remove 

Royo’s replacement, Ricardo de la Espriella, in February.20  The end result: Torrijo’s careful 

policy of incorporating the various segments of Panamanian society into the political process 

fell apart, and an opposition coalition developed.  The 1984 elections, for instance, were to 

have seen Noriega’s hand-picked candidate peaceably assume office.  Instead, the general 

had to rely upon fraud and gerrymandering to elect his man, banker Nicolas Barletta.21  

Subsequent riots and demonstrations, led by a rapidly maturing middle class opposition, had 

to be repressed by PDF violence.22 

 Noriega’s political problems were compounded by the economic disarray the populist 

spending of previous years had bequeathed him.  By 1983, a number of Panama’s state 

enterprises were failing, the national debt had mushroomed to $3.7 billion, requiring a $400 

million annual interest payment—or 35 percent of Panama’s export earnings—and the 

government was forced to embark on an International Money Fund (IMF) stabilization 

program.23  The IMF plan did not bode well for Torrijos’s legacy of economic nationalism 

and populist politics.  Government spending other than on debt fell by 20 percent between 

1982 and 1986 and debt-service repayments increased 75.7 percent.  Barletta drastically cut 

                                                                                                                                                       
19Dinges, p. 137. 
20Conniff, Alliance, p. 149; Steve C. Ropp, General Noriega’s Panama,” Current History, (December, 1986), p. 
422; Scranton, Noriega Years, p. 73; Sánchez Borbón, Thieves, p. 57. 
21Millett, p. 50; Scranton, Noriega Years, p. 76; Zimbalist and Weeks, p. 128. 
22Scranton, Noriega Years, p. 76. 
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the ranks of state employees, instituted a wage freeze, and raised taxes—to widespread 

public dismay.  (In fact, he was forced to repeal the measure in February 1985 after 

Panamanians took to the streets in public protest.)24  These new economic policies also 

alienated Panama’s wealthy elites.  To increase foreign investment, Barletta made tariff 

structures less protective of domestic industry, removing an  advantage long enjoyed by the 

commercial sector, and anti-Noriega sentiment among the wealthy classes grew.  In one way 

or another, many of the economic measures being undertaken by the Barletta administration 

were anathema to key elements of PRD-PDF constituency. 

 The internal decay of the regime was hastened along in 1985 when a longtime 

Noriega foe, popular Panamanian leftist Hugo Spadafora, was murdered under suspicious 

circumstances.  On Saturday, September 15, 1985, Spadafora’s decapitated body was 

discovered stuffed into a mailbag on the Costa Rican border.25  Noriega was out of the 

country, but rumors started to spread about government involvement: eyewitnesses had seen 

Spadafora detained at a PDF checkpoint on Friday.26  When the victim’s father made 

television appearances naming Noriega as the perpetrator, public unrest grew.27  Soon three 

PDF officers were charged with committing the offense.28  

                                                                                                                                                       
23Ropp, Noriega's Panama, p. 422; John M. Goshko, “Austerity Campaign Fuels Panamanian Unrest,” The 
Washington Post, September 1, 1985; Koenig, p. 40. 
24Guillermo A. Cochez, “Panama: A Strategic Ally on the Brink of Chaos,” The Wall Street Journal, December 
6, 1985; Zimbalist and Weeks, pp. 129-130. 
25Ropp, Noriega’s Panama, p. 422. 
26Both former Torrijos subordinates, Noriega and Spadafora were bitter opponents.  They had first met when 
ordered by Torrijos to support Edén Pastora’s anti-Somoza insurgency.  Spadafora later resigned as a result of 
his disgust with official corruption and had started to gather evidence against Noriega, whom he suspected of 
personal profiteering in the pro-Sandinista arms network.  See Kempe, Divorcing, pp. 127-129. 
27Dinges, pp. 218-219. 
28Foreign Broadcast Information Service— Latin America (FBIS-LAT), September 1, 1986; Kempe, p. 127. 
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 President Barletta did not oppose calls for an investigation into the murder and 

eventually announced a formal inquiry.29  If that didn’t seal his fate, actions taken by a top 

aide, Colonel Roberto Díaz Herrera, to make Barletta into a scapegoat certainly did.  A 

cousin of the deceased Omar Torrijos, Herrera’s political convictions were much more in 

keeping with Torrijismo than Noriega’s.30  Herrera, in fact, was regarded by many in Panama 

as the logical successor of his cousin’s regime.31  Angered at being left on his own to take the 

heat for the Spadafora killing, the colonel had half-heartedly moved to instigate a barracks 

coup while Noriega was still out of the country and public unrest was high, but quickly 

became discouraged and called the attempt off.  To cover his tracks, he implicated Barletta in 

the affair, and on September 26, 1985, Noriega, Díaz Herrera, and other top PDF officers 

removed the president from office.32  The PDF mobilized in order to contain the opposition 

and the press, and two days later, one of Barletta’s vice-presidents, Eric Arturo Delvalle, 

replaced him.33  He was Noriega’s fourth “Kleenex” president in five years. 

The death of Hugo Spadafora and dismissal of Barletta gave Noriega’s opponents a 

point around which they could crystallize public opinion.  Hoping to use Panama’s token 

electoral process to reassert its power (elections were scheduled for 1989), the middle class 

mounted a high-energy public protest campaign, and Noriega increasingly had to resort to 

                                                 
29Conniff, p. 152; Millett, p. 52. 
30For years Herrera and Noriega had been engaged in a behind the scenes competition.  Noriega took careful 
actions to placate his potential rival, promoting him full colonel in 1983 and assigning him key, prestige 
conferring tasks. 
31Thomas Donnelly, Margaret Roth, and Caleb Baker, Operation Just Cause: The Storming of Panama, (NY: 
Lexington-Macmillan, Inc., 1991), pp. 8-9. 
32Ibid., p. 9. 
33Scranton, Noriega Years, p. 23; p. 88. 
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violence in order to suppress civic unrest.34  As military repression increased, Panama started 

appearing in international headlines again.  The middle and upper classes who formed the 

backbone of the Civic Crusade opposition movement had always had close ties with the 

United States, and concern with Noriega’s use of special police forces and paramilitary 

“Dignity Battalions” to disperse marchers and close pro-Crusade newspapers began to spread 

in Washington circles. 

The rise of political violence in Panama following the Spadafora and Barletta 

episodes served as the catalyst for a factionalization among different U.S. agencies regarding 

Panama.  “Following Barletta’s removal,” one analyst writes, 

there was intense debate within the United States foreign policy community as to how to pick 
up the pieces. Different bureaucracies held opposing views with regard to the best way to 
protect United States security interests within the Canal area and, more broadly, in Central 
America. It became clear to United States diplomats that the Defense Forces were not going 
to stop meddling in politics. For some members of the foreign policy community (particularly 
those associated with the Department of Defense), this was not especially worrisome, because 
the military would continue to support the United States’ aims in Central America. For 
others...the military’s continued participation in politics posed a number of serious 
dilemmas.35 
 
 

Author Kevin Buckley explains that “the Spadafora episode had created what one angry State 

Department official called ‘a public stench’ that undercut the administration’s public support 

for democracy in the region and, indirectly, its rationale for backing the Contras.”36  As a 

result, a previously low-key firefight between different elements of the foreign policy 

establishment regarding Panama policy now began to heat up significantly.37 

                                                 
34Simeón E. González, “Democracia o Crisis del Autoritarismo: El Caso de Panamá,” Centroamérica Entre 
Democracia y Desorganización, (Guatemala: La Facultad Latinoamericana de Ciencias Sociales, 1994), p. 83. 
35Ropp, Noriega's Panama, p. 424. 
36Kevin Buckley, Panama: The Whole Story, (NY: Simon & Schuster, 1992), pp. 37-38. 
37Conniff, p. 153; Dinges, pp. 226-228; Donnelly et. al., p. 10. 
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 The State Department, more focused on democratization now that the Soviet threat 

seemed to be diminishing and concerned with the eventual transfer of the canal to a 

democratic and stable Panama, recommended a two-tiered policy.  The U.S. would recognize 

Delvalle and lend him support with an eye to Panama’s scheduled 1989 elections.  The 

second tier involved reducing official contact with Noriega except on “strictly military” 

matters.38  In addition to public statements decrying the situation, economic support allocated 

to Panama was cut from $40 million to $6 million and the White House commissioned a 

study of Panama’s internal situation.39 

But Noriega’s close ties with the U.S. intelligence community and support for covert 

operations in Central America led his military and CIA contacts to support his continued 

presence in Panama, and the State Department’s message was drastically distorted on the 

receiving end.  In November 1985 Noriega flew to Washington to meet William Casey, the 

head of the CIA.  The details of the meeting are not clear.  Some accounts aver that Casey 

was to convey U.S. disapproval of the Barletta ouster to Noriega; others claim the meeting 

focused on Panama’s role as an underground trading post for Cuba.  According to one State 

Department official, Casey “scolded Noriega only for letting the Cubans use Panama to 

evade the trade embargo, but never mentioned narcotics, nor, if I recall correctly, 

democracy.”40  

 On December 12, 1985 NSC chief John Poindexter, on a two day tour of Central 

America to drum up support for the Contras, met with Noriega at Howard Air Force Base in 

                                                 
38Dinges, p. 233; George Shultz, Turmoil and Triumph: My Years as Secretary of State, (NY: Scribners, 1993), 
p. 1052. 
39Ropp, Noriega’s Panama, p. 424. 
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Panama.41  The details of this meeting are also unclear.  According to Elliot Abrams, 

Poindexter told Noriega “to clean up your act” because he was starting to “stand out more 

and more like a sore thumb.”42  Noriega later claimed he was pressured to expand his Contra 

support activities; the official U.S. line was that Poindexter got tough with Noriega over the 

Barletta ouster, drug trafficking, and assistance to Cuba.43 

The only certain truth is that while anti-Noriega sentiment in the State Department 

was growing, U.S. policy was still marked most significantly by the conflict of agency 

agendas.  Frank McNeil, an officer with the bureau of intelligence and research at the State 

Department, described U.S. contact with Noriega after the Barletta ouster in this way: 

 
The United States government...was giving thoroughly mixed signals...The stated policy, 
backed by Ambassador Briggs and Assistant Secretary Motly, was to try to avoid a new 
Somoza and to support real civilian rule. The body language that Noriega saw from the CIA, 
military intelligence, and some in [the Pentagon] suggested otherwise, that if he could 
consolidate his hold, his friends in Washington would take care of things. The State 
Department could be safely ignored.44 
 
 
Clearly, the Reagan team’s reticence to reprimand Noriega stemmed from his role as 

a key player in secret Central American operations.45  On one hand, despite the Kremlin’s 

new look and a rising tide of domestic and international sentiment against the United States’ 

Central America policies, the White House remained focused on a win in Central America.  

                                                                                                                                                       
40Dinges, p. 234. 
41Charles R. Babcock and Bob Woodward, “Report on Panama General Poses Predicament for U.S.,” The 
Washington Post, June 13, 1986, p. A1. 
42Quoted in Buckley, p. 46. 
43Dinges, p. 235; Ropp, Noriega’s Panam,a p. 424; Steven Ropp, “Panama’s Struggle for Democracy,” Current 
History, (December, 1987), p. 423. 
44Dinges, p. 237. 
45The Contras, Cocaine, and Covert Operations, National Security Archive Electronic Briefing Book No. 2, 
National Security Archive Online, (www.seas.gwu.edu/nsarchive/); Harold Molineu, U.S. Policy Toward Latin 
America: From Regionalism to Globalism, 2nd ed., (Boulder: Westview Press, 1990), p. 244. 
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Panama remained an essential source of intelligence and support in that campaign.  On the 

other hand, any shift in U.S. policy toward a decidedly anti-Noriega stance could, potentially, 

backfire with domestic political consequences, since any close scrutiny of Noriega would not 

only reveal official knowledge of his illicit activities, but might also lead to the discovery of 

a number of questionable—if not illegal—activities in Central America being directed by the 

Reagan foreign policy team.  Starting in 1981, a select group of NSC and CIA operatives 

under the direction of NSC-aide Lt. Col. Oliver North began to construct a shadowy system 

that diverted funds from illegal arms sales to Iran and other Middle East nations to the 

Contras.  Additionally, drug traffickers formed an essential part of the operation, providing 

both logistical and financial support.46  Should it be learned that the administration had dealt 

with Iran and with the hemisphere’s increasingly notorious drug traffickers, the domestic 

political ramifications would be significant. 

 As a result, the Reagan administration—like other administrations before it—

downplayed concerns tied to drug smuggling and authoritarianism in Panama.47  As early as 

the 1940’s Washington had known of Panama’s role as a transshipment point for northern-

bound heroin, and the Nixon, Ford, and Carter administrations had been fully aware of the 

Torrijos regime’s continued involvement in the trade, as well as the Generalismo’s nepotism 

and undemocratic leadership style.48  But always, other foreign policy goals overshadowed 

such concerns. 

                                                 
46Smith, Talons, p. 185 
47Babcock and Woodward, Report, p. A15. 
48Rebecca L Grant, Operation Just Cause and the U.S. Policy Process, A Rand Note Prepared for the United 
States Air Force, N-3265-AF, (Washington, D.C.: RAND, 1991) p. 7; “International Narcotics Control: Hearing 
Before the Committee On International Relations, House of Representatives,” 104th Congress, 1st Session, 
October 31, 1995, (Washington, D.C.: GPO, 1996), pp. 21-22; p. 44; Dinges, pp. 57-58; pp. 60-61 
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 In order to successfully push the new canal treaties through Congress, for instance, 

the Carter administration made a point of ignoring the authoritarianism of the Torrijos 

regime.49  Aware that there was a “public” and a “secret” Panama, Carter’s Undersecretary of 

Human Rights, Patricia Derian, later said that Washington “operated on a see no evil, hear no 

evil, speak no evil basis” (which, she added, had been the case for twenty years).50  

 Additionally, it had long been known in Washington that Noriega was heavily 

involved in the drug trade.  In 1972 his participation in heroin smuggling prompted Bureau of 

Narcotics and Dangerous Drugs (BNDD) officials to contemplate assassinating him.51  

During a series of closed Senate meetings held in 1979, the Chairman of the Senate Select 

Committee on Intelligence, Birch Bayh, commented on the “voluminous traffic in narcotics 

through Panama” and the “voluminous...intelligence information” which implicated Noriega 

in it.52  However, believing that both U.S. international credibility and its own domestic 

political credibility depended upon successful completion of new canal treaties with Panama, 

the Carter administration made no effort to follow through on the disturbing intelligence 

reports. 

                                                 
49Torrijos’s populist reforms were accompanied by the imposition of authoritarian measures intended to stop 
any political rivals from challenging his regime.  Opponents were exiled and military authority, at all levels, 
was largely unchecked. Parties, labeled as tools of the oligarchy, were banned and elections disappeared with 
them.  The press was stifled.  See United States Department of State, “Fact Sheet: Torrijos’s Government and 
Human Rights,” (Washington, D.C.: September 1977), pp. 2-3; Scranton, Noriega Years, p. 54. 
50Larry Rother, “America’s Blind Eye: The U.S. for Years Has Ignored Corruption in Panama,” The New York 
Times Magazine, May 28, 1988, p. 25. 
51Seymour M. Hersh, “U.S. Aides in ‘72 Weighed Killing Officer Who Now Leads Panama,” The New York 
Times, June 13, 1986; Koster and Sanchez In the Time of Tyrants provides a partisan account of the Torrijos 
regime’s involvement in narcotrafficking. 
52Quoted in Michael R. Hathaway, “The Role of Drugs in the U.S.-Panamanian Relationship,” Operation Just 
Cause: The U.S. Intervention in Panama, Bruce W. Watson and Peter G. Tsouras, eds., (Boulder: Westview 
Press, 1990), p. 29. 
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 Whatever the vast differences between his administration and his predecessor’s, 

Reagan continued the unofficial “play ball” strategy Carter had utilized, ignoring Panama’s 

undemocratic form of governance and its leadership’s involvement in drug trafficking.53  The 

National Narcotics Intelligence Consumers Committee’s (NNICC) Narcotics Intelligence 

Estimate (NIE)—the primary U.S. government statement on drug trafficking—did not even 

mention Panama until 1981.  The 1983 NIE discussed Panama’s role as a banking center for 

drug profits, but offered no mention of government involvement in narcotics trafficking.  Nor 

did the 1985-1986 NIE.54 

Former ambassador to Costa Rica, Francis J. McNeil, would later complain that the 

Reagan administration had “coddled General Noriega in the interests of Nicaraguan 

policy.”55  Similarly, political scientist Richard Millett has observed that “[w]hat began as an 

effort to use Noriega in President Ronald Reagan’s obsessive campaign to undermine the 

Nicaraguan government ultimately degenerated into an ability by Noriega to manipulate U.S. 

policy.”56 

Indeed, Washington’s credibility-driven anticommunist crusade meant that 

Panamanian intelligence collection and logistical support for the Contra War outweighed 

                                                 
53Scranton, Noriega Years, p. 69. In 1983 Noriega restructured the National Guard, making it his own 
instrument.  Renamed the Panama Defense Forces (PDF), the military now had the power to close down the 
press and arrest civilians, while the President’s authority to appoint high ranking officers was made contingent 
on approval by the PDF commander.  Noriega kept command structure pyramidal, assigning allies to important 
positions and using patronage to buy and keep loyalty.  His credo was “politica de las tres p’s: plomo para el 
enemigo, palo para en indeciso, y plata para el amigo” (policy of the three p’s: lead bullets for the enemy, a 
club for the indecisive, and money for the ally.  Guevara Mann, pp. 135-139. 
54National Narcotics Intelligence Consumers Committee, Narcotics Intelligence Estimate 1983  (Washington, 
D.C.: 1983), p. 50; National Narcotics Intelligence Consumers Committee, Narcotics Intelligence Estimate 
1985-1986, (Washington, D.C.: 1983), p. 101. 
55Schaller, Reckoning With Reagan, p. 150. 
56Millett, p. 63. 
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Noriega’s involvement in drugs and his top-down form of military governance—a fact of 

which Noriega was very much aware.57  Jack Vaughn, former Assistant Secretary of State for 

inter-American Affairs and former ambassador to Panama, once explained: 

 
With the full knowledge of the United States military, the United States Congress, the United 
States diplomatic service, the Panamanian Defense Forces have become a major militarized 
cocaine Mafia of extraordinary proportions and reach...Cocaine, the cancer in the Panamanian 
Defense Force, has metastasized.... [T]here are...subtle ways that they have had of playing our 
different governmental departments and individuals off against each other, playing the DEA 
off against the CIA, and the State Department against the Pentagon.58 
 
 

Noriega, in fact, had been playing the same hand for years, making himself indispensable in 

Washington’s quest to contain Cuba, reassert control in the Caribbean and Central America, 

and score a credible victory in the war on drugs. 

An on-again off-again paid CIA informant since his days in a Peruvian military 

academy in the 1950’s, Noriega had also been on the Department of Defense payroll at 

various times.59  During the early years of the Contra war he used his network of pilots (at 

Oliver North’s request) to run guns to the Contras’ southern front.60  Noriega provided 

valuable intelligence on Sandinista activities, regularly conducted espionage missions in 

Nicaragua on behalf of the United States, and occasionally commissioned assassinations 

within Nicaragua as well.61  At the CIA’s behest he attempted to pressure the renegade Edén 

                                                 
57Scranton, Noriega Years, pp. 1-20. 
58“The Political Situation in Panama and Options for U.S. Policy,” Hearings Before the Subcommittee on 
Western Hemisphere Affairs of the Committee on Foreign Affairs, House of Representatives, 100th Congress, 
2nd Session, April 20, May 4, and June 1, 1988, (Washington, D.C.: GPO, 1988), p. 7. Hereafter GPO Situation 
in Panama. 
59Guillermo de St. Malo and Godfrey Harris, The Panamanian Problem: How the Reagan and Bush 
Administrations Dealt with the Noriega Regime, (Los Angeles: The Americas Group, 1993), p. 93. 
60Peter Dale Scott and Jonathan Marshall, Cocaine Politics: Drugs, Armies, and the CIA in Central America, 
Updated ed., (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 1998), p. 65. 
61Hersh, Strongman, p. A14; Luis E. Murillo, The Noriega Mess: The Drugs, The Canal, and Why America 
Invaded, (Berkeley, CA: Video Books, 1995), p. 542. 
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Pastora to ally with the main Contra faction.  In July 1984 he contributed $100,000 to the 

Contra’s Costa Rican-based organization and the following year helped Oliver North plan 

and conduct the bombing of a large arsenal and ammunition storehouse in Managua.  That 

same year, at William Casey’s request, Noriega began training Contra units at several 

Panamanian bases and agreed to let the Contras use Panama as a safe transit point.  The 

Panamanian caudillo also allowed Oliver North to establish corporate fronts in Panama to be 

used in financing the Contra War and once sent his personal lawyer to Costa Rica to set up an 

airfield for use in Contra re-supply activities.62 

In addition to lending support to the Contras, Manuel Noriega continued to supply 

valuable intelligence on the Caribbean and Central American regions during Reagan’s 

second term—as he had done for previous administrations.63  As one analyst notes, despite 

his increasingly notorious reputation, the U.S. intelligence community concluded that 

Noriega “was too valuable an intelligence source to alienate and that any effort to squeeze 

him out would jeopardize a variety of covert programs in Central America.”64  The 

Panamanian leader was, for example, a key source of intelligence on Cuba.  The CIA’s 

former Panama station chief Donald Winters later testified that “Noriega supplied 

                                                 
62Kerry Report, p. 85; pp. 94-96; Murillo, p. 543; Oliver North, Diary Entries at the National Security Archive, 
in Scott and Marshall, p. 214, footnote 12; PBS Frontline, “The Noriega Connection,” Public Broadcasting 
System, January 30, 1990; Scott and Marshall, p. 67; Molineu p. 244. 
63Noriega had provided his services to the U.S. intelligence community for over 30 years. In 1976, for example, 
CIA director George Bush assigned him a stipend of $110,000 a year. That same year Bush defused a potential 
embarrassing situation, preventing the prosecution of several U.S. soldiers who had delivered classified 
SOUTHCOM information to Noriega. The full extent of his cooperation with the U.S. on the Contra War and in 
other matters may never be fully known, since the CIA never turned over its files on the general to federal 
prosecutors and the NSC refused congressional requests for information related to Noriega as well.  See Scott 
and Marshall, p. 66 and p. 72. 
64Millett, p. 51. 
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information on Castro from 1971 to 1986…so valuable that…Casey traveled to Panama…to 

be briefed [personally] by Noriega.”65  

In exchange for his services, Noriega won key allies in Washington.  Political 

scientist Margaret Scranton notes that 

 
Noriega deliberately and actively promoted several U.S. interests. He addressed the problem 
of calls for democratization from the Department of State by holding token elections. For a 
Reagan White House determined to fight Communist insurgencies in Central America, 
Noriega provided arms, a supply network, and cash donations. For a DEA fighting drug 
traffickers and money launderers, Noriega appeared to cooperate in arrests, raids, and in  
tracking funds. For the CIA, he provided intelligence on Cuba and other targets.66  
 
 

For his part, Secretary of State George Shultz believed that “you can’t buy [Noriega]; you 

can only rent him,” but knew that not everyone in Washington felt the same way.  According 

to Shultz, 

 
The Defense Department had a large base and the headquarters of the Southern Command in 
Panama with responsibility for the security of the Panama Canal. The CIA, beyond its own 
installations, had had Noriega on its payroll for a number of years. The Drug Enforcement 
Agency of the Justice Department had worked with Noriega on drug interdiction and had 
given him a special recommendation for his work in helping them in some major drug busts.67 
 
 

Indeed, in 1981 Noriega was being paid $185,000 a year by the CIA for his services.  By 

1985 that figure had climbed to $200,000.68  Despite grumbling in the State Department, 

Noriega’s relationship with the CIA and NSC remained on track. 

However, as a result of the reduced Soviet threat, the unpopularity of the Contra war, 

and the emergence of Colombia’s cocaine cartels, Noriega was rapidly becoming much more 

of a liability than his handlers supposed.  After the Spadafora and Barletta incidents, the 

                                                 
65Quoted in St. Malo and Harris, p. 93. 
66Noriega Years, p. 80. 
67Shultz, p. 1052. 
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Panamanian strongman’s profile grew: by 1985 Congress started to take an interest in his 

activities.  In December of that year Spadafora’s brother traveled to Washington to lobby for 

an anti-Noriega U.S. policy.  He met with Jesse Helms, a vociferous opponent of the 1977 

Canal Treaties who had never changed his stance that the treaties should be rescinded.69  As a 

result of the meeting, one account runs, 

 
Helm’s interest in Panama was revived...Winston Spadafora recounted the grisly details of his 
brother’s beheading and the evidence that led to Noriega’s doorstep. Then Winston showed 
Helms the photographs from the Costa Rican autopsy. He described the six hours of torture, 
the fact that Hugo had been decapitated while alive, and that leg muscles had been 
professionally severed to facilitate homosexual rape. ‘I don’t think I’ve ever seen Helms so 
moved,’ said Deborah De Moss, his Latin American specialist who had arranged the meeting. 
‘He looked at the photographs a long time, and then he put them down and shook his head. 
That’s when he decided to do something.’70 
 
 

Spadafora’s visit didn’t necessarily  rekindle Helm’s concern with Panama—that had never 

dissipated—but it gave him reason and opportunity to mobilize.  By December 10, Helms 

had submitted an amendment—which was defeated—calling for the cessation of all financial 

assistance to Panama until Spadafora’s assassin had been brought to justice.71 

Noriega might have remained a quirky obsession of Senator Helms if cocaine hadn’t 

become public enemy number one in the United States by this time.  Chief among the threats 

confronting the United States in the emerging post-Cold War world was the “scourge” of 

narcotics flowing north from Latin America.  In January 1985 Gallup polls found that two 

percent of Americans surveyed listed drugs as the most important issue facing the nation; by 

                                                                                                                                                       
68Scott and Marshall, p. 67. 
69Dinges, p. 238; Habeeb and Zartmen, p. 42; Major, Prize Possession, provides an excellent background of 
Congress’s role in the 1977 Treaty negotiations. See especially chapter 13, “The Reluctant Handover;” Ryan, p. 
159. 
70Kempe, Divorcing, p. 176. 
71Buckley, p. 43. 
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May the figure had risen to six percent and by July, to eight percent.  In August 1987 the 

percentage naming drugs as the main problem threatening the United States had grown to 11 

percent.72  One study notes that between May and November 1986 just one national TV 

network, NBC, produced over 400 separate stories on cocaine.  The drug, according to NBC 

anchor Tom Brokaw, was “flooding America.”  In June, 1986, Newsweek proclaimed that 

cocaine was the biggest story since Vietnam and Watergate.73 

On one hand, growing domestic drug use, as well as the massive volume of narcotics 

from Latin America feeding that consumption, had come to be regarded by the White House, 

Congress, and much of the U.S. public as a clear and present national security danger.  As 

Sam Nunn, chairman of the Senate’s Armed Services Committee put it, narcotics trafficking 

was “a form of chemical warfare against this country.”74  Mounting a credible campaign to 

halt northbound drug shipments was a key foreign policy imperative now—just as 

maintaining a credible policy of deterrence and containment had been during a previous era.  

Indeed, members of the U.S. foreign policy establishment assessed that the spread of narco-

corruption in Latin America jeopardized a number of Washington’s objectives in the region, 

                                                 
72General Accounting Office (GAO), “Controlling Drug Abuse: A Status Report,” GAO/GGD-88-39, 
(Washington, D.C.: GAO, 1988), p. 3; pp. 7-8; United States Department of Justice (DOJ), Office of Justice 
Programs, Bureau of Justice Statistics, “Drugs and Crime Facts, 1988,” NCJ-118312, (Washington, D.C: DOJ, 
September, 1989), p. 4; p. 11. 
73Craig Reinarman and Harry Levine, “America’s Crack Crisis,” International Journal of Drug Policy, 
(www.calyyx.com); Ibid, citing NBC Nightly News, May 23, 1986 and Newsweek June 1, 1986, p. 15.  
Ironically, the Reagan White House had contributed to the rise of national concern with “the war on drugs.”  
First lady Nancy Reagan’s “just say no” campaign had come about, Time magazine reported, because her “PR 
conscious operatives” assessed that “serious-minded displays of social consciousness would make her appear 
more caring and less frivolous.  The timing and destinations of her anti-drug excursions...were coordinated with 
the Reagan-Bush campaign officials to satisfy their particular political needs.”  Reinarman and Levine citing 
Time, January 14, 1985, p. 30. 
74Susan F. Rasky, “Senate Factions Search for a Way to Widen the Military Role on Drugs,” The New York 
Times, Friday, May 13, 1988, p. A1. 
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including democratization.75  As the top U.S. military officer in charge of Latin America 

wrote in late 1989, “[v]ast quantities of drug money are used to suborn governments and 

corrupt or intimidate military and police forces and judges.  The insidious power associated 

with the world drug trade challenges international order by attacking the core values of 

democratic communities.”76 

On the other hand, there was a clear domestic political side to the drug war as well. 

Much as a hard-line anti-Soviet posture had been in a previous era, by 1985 a combative 

stance on drugs had become an essential campaign position in U.S. politics: 

 
Candidates challenged each other to take urine tests...One Southern politician even proposed 
that candidates’ spouses be tested. The media displayed President Reagan and Vice Present 
Bush proudly leading the way into the White House toilets to provide urine samples after they 
had proposed drug testing two million federal employees. California senatorial candidate Ed 
Zschau charged his opponent, Alan Cranston, with being ‘a noncombatant in the war on 
drugs.’...The legislative results of the competition to ‘get tough’ included a two-billion dollar 
law in 1986, the Drug-Free America Act, which whizzed through the House (392 to 16) just 
in time for members of Congress to go home and tell their constituents about it...According to 
Newsweek, what occurred was ‘a can you top this competition’ among ‘election-bound 
members of both parties.’ The 1986 drug bill, as Representative David McCurdy (D-OK) put 
it, was ‘out of control.’  ‘But of course I’m for it,’ he added with a wry smile.77 
 

During the height of the Cold War, accusations of damaged U.S. international credibility due 

to weak national security policies had served as springboards for domestic political assaults 

on incumbent administrations.  In the emerging post-Cold War era, charges of a White House 

failure in the war to combat international narcotics smuggling would be used to similar 

effect.  The face of the perceived threat had changed, but the dynamics driving U.S. 

responses to such threats remained largely unaltered. 

                                                 
75Molineu p. 245. 
76General Fredrick Woerner, U.S. Army, “The Strategic Imperatives for the United States in Latin America,” 
Military Review, vol. LXIX, no. 2, (Fort Leavenworth, KS: U.S. Army Command and General Staff College, 
February 1989), p. 21. 
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 Surrounded by this new context, in early 1986 a series of events unfolded that would 

irrevocably alter U.S. policy toward Noriega’s Panama.  Spurred on by the perception that 

the  cocaine trade now presented the United States with its greatest foreign policy challenge 

and rumors that the Panamanian government was heavily involved in that trade, Jesse Helms 

and the Senate Foreign Relations Committee initiated hearings on Noriega on March 10, 

1986.78  The White House tried to head off the hearings, but 

 
[r]efusing administration pleas, Helms forged ahead, uncovering disturbing 
information...From that point on, mounting interest in Congress would help motivate 
orchestrated pressure on Noriega. Associating Noriega with the drug trade strengthened his 
opponents in Congress...Unlike the differences of opinion that had characterized 
Congressional input to U.S. policy toward the Contras, opposition to the drug trade was solid 
and effective.79 
 
 

One had only to scratch the surface of the Noriega regime to find evidence of malfeasance.  

During the closed hearings, Norman A. Bailey, a former Special Assistant to President 

Reagan for National Security Affairs, offered testimony that “there is a great deal of 

information, ranging from very hard to rather soft, concerning the use of Panama as a 

transshipment place for illegal drugs.”  He noted as well that Noriega was also involved in 

supplying “arms to various guerrilla movements, both in Central America as well as 

Colombia and Peru.”80  Additionally, a Senate Committee chaired by Democrat John Kerry, 

whose investigation into rumors that the Contras were involved in drug smuggling had run 

awry of White House foot-dragging, began to lend its attention to Panama as well. 

                                                                                                                                                       
77Reinarman and Levine. 
78Dinges, p. 238; Donnelly et. al., p. 10: Leonard, p. 98. 
79Grant, p. 12. 
80GPO Political Situation, p. 37. 
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Information leaked during the Kerry and Helms investigations soon made its way into 

the public eye.  Fed by Capitol Hill sources and leaks within the administration, in early June 

respected journalist Seymour Hersh published a provocative story in the New York Times that 

linked Noriega with drug trafficking and money laundering, arms dealing, the assassination 

of Hugo Spadafora, and spying for Cuba.81  The Washington Post and TV news networks 

soon picked up the story.82  Noriega’s picture began cropping up in each day’s news, with 

coverage feeding off of Congressional outrage.  A curious anti-Noriega coalition on the Hill 

developed between Senators Helms, Kerry, Alfonse D’Amato, Christopher Dodd, and 

Edward Kennedy, who jointly began to pressure the administration to cut off aid to 

Panama.83 

But still focused on their anti-Sandinista campaign, Reagan’s Contra handlers 

continued to value Noriega’s intelligence services even after he became the focus of bad 

press and Congressional investigations.  In August 1986, a nervous Noriega sent a 

representative to Washington to seek damage control assistance.  Oliver North met with the 

emissary.  “You will recall that over the years Manuel Noriega in Panama and I have 

developed a fairly good relationship,” wrote North in an August 23, 1986 e-mail message to 

John Poindexter.  If U.S. officials would “help him clean up his image” and lift the ban on 

arms sales to the PDF, Noriega would “take care of the Sandinista leadership” in exchange.  

Poindexter authorized North to meet secretly with Noriega.  “I have nothing against him 

                                                 
81Hersh, Panama Strongman, p. A1. 
82Babcock and Woodward, Report, p. A15. 
83Ambler H. Moss, Jr, “Statement of May 4, 1988,” in GPO Political Situation, p. 43. 
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other than his illegal activities,” Poindexter noted.84  Meanwhile, CIA director William 

Casey lobbied against an amendment proposed by Jesse Helms that would obligate the CIA 

to provide information on the charges against Noriega.  “Casey reportedly told Helms,” 

writes Rebecca Grant, “that Noriega still played a constructive role for the United States, 

doing things Casey did not want to have to disclose to a prying senator.”85 

With CIA official Duane Clarridge, North outlined a plan to improve Noriega’s 

image and contracted a public relations firm to represent Panama.  The next month, he met 

with Noriega to discuss sabotage missions in Nicaragua.86  CIA agent Alan Fiers later 

outlined the North-Noriega discussion, which 

 
took place in a London hotel on September 22. According to the notes, the two discussed 
developing a commando training program in Panama, with Israeli support, for the contras and 
Afghani rebels. They also spoke of sabotaging major economic targets in the Managua area, 
including an airport, an oil refinery, and electric and telephone systems.87 
 
 

The result of these high-level discussions, Richard Millett argues, was that “[d]espite 

congressional hearings focusing on Panama’s internal situation, tension in relations with the 

United States appeared to ease slightly.”88 

By this point, the imperative of the Contra War and the support of his NSC and CIA 

contacts were the sole remaining foundations of Noriega’s relationship with the United 

States.  In late 1986, those tenuous bonds were severed when details of continued illegal U.S. 

                                                 
84Contras, Cocaine, and Covert Operations, footnote 39, (www.seas.gwu.edu/nsarchive/). 
85Quoted in Grant, p. 14. 
86Dinges, p. 253; Lawrence E. Walsh, Final Report of the Independent Counsel for Iran/Contra Matters, 
Appendix XII, (Washington, D.C.: GPO, August 4, 1993), pp. 550-554; Scott and Marshall, p. 71. 
87National Security Archive, Contras. 
88Millett, p. 52. 
*  
*  
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covert activities in Central America became public, inspiring a domestic political backlash 

which left Reagan’s policies in the region in utter ruin and left Noriega without allies in 

Washington.  In October, Sandinista troops captured a CIA agent named Eugene Hasenfus 

after shooting down his plane over Nicaraguan territory.  The plane was filled with arms 

intended for Contra rebels—a violation of Boland II—and under interrogation Hasenfus 

revealed that Washington was supporting the Contras with funds diverted from the (equally 

covert) sale of arms to Iran.89 

Rumors from Nicaragua regarding the incident and Hasenfus’ revelations were 

substantiated when the Lebanese newspaper Al-Shiraa reported on the Iran arms deal on 

November 3, 1986.  U.S. news organizations pounced on the story.  On November 6, Reagan 

publicly denied the story’s veracity; however, seven days later he recanted, admitting to the 

sale but denying allegations that an arms-for-hostages swap had been part of the deal.  By 

November 25, the White House was allowing that it had diverted funds for the Iran arms 

sales to the Nicaraguan Contras in violation of Congressional directives.  Reaction to these 

revelations on Capitol Hill and in the media was explosive.  Congress demanded an 

immediate investigation, and Attorney General Edwin Meese began looking into the deals.  

NSC head John Poindexter resigned, as did Oliver North, and the administration was beset by 

scandal.90  The effect this had on Reagan’s domestic political credibility was substantial.  As 

the President himself publicly stated: 

 

                                                 
89Smith, Talons, p. 185 
90“The Iranscam Trail,” Time, December 22, 1986, p. 16; Amy Wilentz, “Not Much Wiser Than Before,” Time, 
December 29, 1986, p. 12; “A President Lassooed by His Own Long Rope,” The Economist, November 29, 
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The power of the Presidency is often thought to reside within this Oval Office. Yet it doesn’t 
rest here; it rests in you, the American people, and in your trust. Your trust is what gives a 
President his powers of leadership and his personal strength...For the past three months, I’ve 
been silent on the revelations about Iran...I’ve paid a price for my silence in terms of your 
trust and confidence. As the Navy would say, this happened on my watch.91 
 
 

Iran-Contra effectively heralded the collapse of the Reagan administration’s Contra War and 

the political demise of Noriega’s Washington allies.  The general’s usefulness had about 

come to an end. 

 In mid-1987 Noriega’s transformation from asset to liability became complete.  On 

June 1, 1987, in an effort to assert control, Noriega removed his long-time rival Colonel Díaz 

Herrera from power.92  The colonel, however, was not prepared to go down without fighting: 

“Díaz Herrera went public with confessions and accusations against Noriega...His revelations 

were so explosive, and the press and popular reaction so enthusiastic, that Díaz Herrera’s 

dialogue with the media continued for several days.”93  The charges against Noriega 

included: extensive involvement in cocaine trafficking to the United States, bribery, 

embezzlement of government funds, electoral fraud, Spadafora’s murder, and the 

assassination of General Torrijos.  Herrera also accused Noriega of appropriating $12 million 

paid by the Shah of Iran to Torrijos as a part of his exile agreement with Panama.94 

 Public response in Panama to the charges was enormous.  On June 8, nearly 100,000 

protesters took to the streets.95  Herrera’s reputation as a voice of Torrijismo lent legitimacy 

to his accusations, which presented Noriega and the PDF-PRD machine with the most 

                                                 
91Ronald Reagan, “Remarks to the Nation Concerning Iran Contra,” PPP-CD, Reagan, March 7, 1987. 
92Scranton, Noriega Years, p. 107. 
93Ibid. 
94FBIS-LAT, June 7-9, 1986; Ropp, Panama’s Struggle, p. 421; Scranton, Noriega Years, p. 108; Hathaway, p. 
38. 
95Tina Rosenberg, “The Panama Perplex,” The New Republic, January 25, 1988. 
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perilous political crisis the regime had ever faced.96  Unrest spread to all levels of 

Panamanian civil society: 

 
The overwhelming and unexpectedly large wave of popular protest ignited by Díaz 
Herrera’s…confessions and accusations demonstrated substantial opposition to the regime. 
This wave of protest was much larger and broader than the popular response the Spadafora 
crisis had provoked. Opposition party leaders, along with newly politicized businessmen, 
professionals, and civil leaders, found themselves out on the streets among students, taxi 
drivers, and various elements of the lower class.97  
 
 

Noriega responded with a brutal crackdown, deploying his special riot police to stifle the 

protests in a violent and well publicized display of official brutality.98  Later that month, 

President Delvalle tried to dismiss Noriega as head of the PDF and was instead dismissed 

himself and replaced by long-time Noriega associate Manuel Solís Palma.99 

 In the wake of the Helms hearings and Hersh New York Times stories, Noriega-

bashing became a favorite pastime on the Hill, and the U.S. Senate’s response to this latest 

set of revelations regarding Noriega was unambivalent.  On June 26, 1987, the Senate passed 

by an 84-2 vote a resolution which demanded that Noriega step down, called for democracy 

in Panama, and threatened to cut off U.S. aid.100  Noriega, perhaps misreading events and 

thinking that his value as an intelligence asset would protect him, attempted to use the same 

sort of tactics that Panama had once used to push for new canal treaties.  He first prompted 

the Panamanian legislative assembly to expel U.S. ambassador Arthur Davis and recall 

                                                 
96Dinges, pp. 259-268; Kempe, Divorcing, chap. 13; Scranton, Noriega Years, p. 108 
97Scranton, Noriega Years, p. 27. 
98Ibid., p. 109. 
99Charles Maechling, Jr, “Washington’s Illegal Invasion,” Foreign Policy, No. 79, (Summer 1990), pp. 116-
117. 
100Buckley, p. 88; Susan G. Horwitz, “Indications and Warning Factors,” Operation Just Cause: The U.S. 
Intervention in Panama, Bruce Watson and Peter Tsouras, eds., (Boulder: Westview Press, 1990), p. 50; Ropp, 
Panama’s Struggle, p. 423; Scranton, Noriega Years, p. 112.  



Shadow Boxing 
copyright © 2000 George Kourous 
 

 

131 

Panama’s ambassador from Washington.101  Noriega then mobilized his mechanisms of 

popular support, targeting the opposition press, the headquarters of the Civic Crusade, and 

several U.S. government buildings—including the U.S. Information Agency and the embassy 

itself—for protests that including spray-painting and rock-throwing.102  The damage to U.S. 

buildings was extensive.  Noriega’s tactics backfired, however, and U.S.-Panamanian 

relations took a nosedive.  In response to the attacks on U.S. outposts, Washington froze 

military and economic assistance to Panama in July 1987 and recalled consular officials and 

U.S. Information Agency staff.103 

When no support was forthcoming from his former allies in Washington, Noriega 

ousted U.S. AID in December 1987 and began to conduct high profile diplomacy with Cuba, 

Libya, and Nicaragua.  Panamanian government radio stations started running anti-U.S. 

editorials, playing the Nicaraguan national anthem, and broadcasting selected writings by 

Muammar Qaddafi.104  Despite this downward turn in relations, however, the Reagan White 

House offered no strong response to the situation.  Reeling from the Iran-Contra revelations 

and fumbling to effectively engage the skillful Mikhail Gorbachev, the administration’s 

Panama policy went into a full stall. 

On February 5, 1988 the decay of U.S.-Noriega relations was rendered irreversible 

when federal grand juries in Miami and Tampa—working independently from the foreign 

policy process—returned criminal indictments against the Panamanian strongman charging 

                                                 
101Buckley, p. 88. 
102Scranton, Noriega Years, p. 112. 
103Horwitz, p. 50; Scranton, Noriega Years, p. 113; United States Department of State (DOS), “Background 
Notes: Panama,” (Washington, D.C.: DOS, January 1995). 
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him with conspiracy in narcotics smuggling to the U.S., laundering drug money, providing 

safe haven to the Medellín cartel, and arranging shipments of chemicals for cocaine.105  In 

Congress, the indictments fanned the flames of anti-Noriega sentiment to a fever pitch, while 

extensive media coverage insured that Noriega was effectively branded U.S. public enemy 

number one.  The administration scrambled to react, responding awkwardly to events as they 

arose. 

The State Department had learned that the indictments were nearing completion only 

a week before they were announced when U.S. attorneys on the case in Florida traveled to 

Washington on February 1, 1988 to get Attorney General Meese’s final approval.  The two 

lawyers also met with NSC adviser John Negroponte and the administration’s interagency 

group on Panama.  Reportedly, one NSC official present at the meeting complained that 

foreign policy was being made in the Justice Department.  “The attorneys replied that they 

were indicting a crook, not making foreign policy,” one account tells us.  “Factually they 

were correct, but the indictments became a centerpiece of U.S. policy toward Panama, at 

some cost.”106 

As Secretary of State Shultz later recalled, the indictments took the White House by 

surprise.  According to Shultz, they had occurred “without adequate consultation with the 

State Department or, as far as I could learn, with the White House.”107  Indeed, while the 

indictments had not been a secret in Washington, the administration clearly didn’t take them 

                                                 
105Grant, p. 18; Horwitz, p. 50; Maechling, pp. 116-117. See also Lawrence Eagleburger, “The Case Against 
Panama’s Noriega,” Statement before the Permanent Council of the Organization of American States, 
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seriously, thinking, perhaps, that they might be used as a bargaining tool with Noriega and 

later thrown out.108  There had been some half-hearted efforts from higher up to impede the 

Florida investigations: attorneys handling the indictments had encountered opposition from 

the State Department, DEA, and some Justice Department officials.  “There were periods in 

which the Justice Department, aided and abetted by the State Department, did not support the 

effort,” former U.S. Customs commissioner William von Raab explained to the Washington 

Post, “[o]bviously, officials were smart enough to not overtly block it.”  These opponents, he 

said, “felt that indicting an important U.S. ally would jeopardize U.S. interests in Latin 

America and attempted to slow the investigations by raising technical questions.”109 

Despite its awareness of the situation, the Reagan foreign policy apparatus failed to 

closely monitor the indictments’ progress and did not anticipate the dilemma they would 

pose for U.S. Panama policy once promulgated.  Rebecca Grant has noted that:  

 
The interagency group meeting on Panama…monitored news of the grand jury hearings…but 
the idea that Noriega and his associates might actually be indicted seemed far-fetched. Justice 
Department representatives had not been asked to attend the meetings regularly at this 
point…[A]t no point was a decision made on how indictments would affect overall U.S. 
policy. Since the interagency group did not take the Florida proceedings seriously, no attempt 
was made to stop the indictments.110 
 
 

Upon their release, however, the indictments had a dramatic impact, effectively killing 

previous U.S. policy toward Panama (as haphazard as it may have been), and challenged 

White House credibility as leader in the post-Cold War struggle to counter narcotics 

trafficking.  If the Reagan administration’s war on drugs was to be taken seriously, it would 
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have to stand behind the indictments and work to bring Noriega to justice.  And, clearly, 

Reagan’s domestic political credibility was on the line as well.  As one account notes, 

Congress was an important factor in not suppressing the indictments beforehand: Senators 

Kerry and Helms planned to begin a new set of hearings featuring former Noriega 

accomplice Jose Blandon as a star witness, and “[i]t would be tricky to justify the decision to 

drop the indictments since indictments had been used frequently in the anti-drug effort and 

negative opinion on Noriega was strong in Congress.”111 

The administration was hardly pleased by the new development.  One official 

speculated to reporters that the indictments could make Noriega “dig in his heels.”  In fact, 

 
[e]ven among those advocating a more active U.S. role in ousting Noriega, the indictments 
were seen as a mistake. Shock was the prevailing reaction in the interagency group. However, 
no agency objected to the public release of the indictments. The indictments added a major 
new object to U.S. policy but did not serve the interest of such actors as [the] State 
[Department] and the NSC.112 
 
 

There was no sign from the White House, however, that any effective new strategies for 

dealing with Panama had been formulated.  Weakened by the Iran-Contra affair and the 

collapse of its Central America policy, the Reagan administration was focused on making 

East-West rapprochement its swan song.  As a result, policy responses to the Panama 

situation remained jumbled and half-hearted.  

In early May, for instance, the Wall Street Journal ran an unflattering article which 

described the administration’s latest anti-Noriega strategy as 

 
a bargain basement propaganda campaign against General Noriega…one more page in the 
growing case study of what so far is a major Reagan administration foreign-policy disaster. 
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Throughout, it has been a policy crippled by conflict and confusion and paralyzed by 
Presidential indecision. Senior officials complain that President Reagan has consistently 
remained passive and mute at numerous meetings while Secretary of State George Shultz and 
Admiral William Crowe, chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, argued over Panama policy. 
He has said nothing to resolve disputes or shape his administration’s policies, officials 
contend.113 
 
 

Following Noriega’s removal of President Delvalle and the release of the federal indictments, 

the U.S. had indeed taken a number of steps of a decidedly anti-Noriega nature; however, 

while they had a strong impact on Panama’s economy, they did little to dislodge Noriega.  In 

March and April 1988, for instance, Reagan used executive privilege to freeze Panamanian 

accounts within U.S. jurisdiction, block dollar transfers from the United States to the Solís 

Palma government, and obligate U.S. companies doing business in Panama to pay taxes and 

other monies owed the Panamanian government into escrow accounts at the Federal Reserve 

Bank of New York.  Additionally Panama’s canal revenues were placed in escrow, foreign 

aid to Panama was suspended, and the country’s sugar quota was terminated.114 

 In addition to economic sanctions, the White House increased the U.S. military 

presence in Panama.  Domestic opposition to Noriega had continued to spread, and after a 

failed March 16, 1988 coup attempt, the U.S. sent an additional 1,300 ground troops to the 

Canal Zone.  On March 18, the Pentagon undertook Operation Golden Pheasant—an exercise  

in rapid movement and deployment of a brigade-sized force—in nearby Honduras, and two 
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days later the government of Panama accused the United States of waging a “non-declared 

war” against their country.115 

Washington also tried to resort to covert action.  Reagan authorized the CIA to work 

with former PDF Colonel Eduardo Herrera Hassan to foment a PDF uprising and Noriega 

overthrow.  The Senate Intelligence Committee blocked the action, however, afraid that it 

could lead to Noriega’s assassination and would amount to U.S. complicity in the death of a 

foreign leader.116 

None of these measures, however, had any effect on the Panamanian caudillo, and as 

time passed, the administration appeared increasingly ineffective.  As Alfonse D’Amato said 

on the Senate floor: “If we can’t take on this petty dictator, what hope do we have in taking 

on bigger dictators?”117  The White House tried to side-step the issue; Vice-President George 

Bush and his close friend and future campaign manager, Secretary of the Treasury James 

Baker, in particular, hoped to downplay the U.S.-Panama  imbroglio.  Not only were Bush’s 

contacts with Noriega during the former’s tenure as CIA director a potential liability for the 

upcoming presidential campaign, the current situation painted the Reagan team—including 

Bush, the president’s de facto “drug czar”—as unable to effectively wage the war against 

hemispheric drug smuggling.  In fact, Noriega’s continued defiance of U.S. policy was 

starting to have the same impact on the incumbent Republicans that the Iran hostage affair 

had had on the Democrats in 1979-1980. 
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Scrambling to find a solution to what had become a foreign policy quagmire, the 

United States quietly began exploring possible diplomatic solutions.  Following the March 16 

coup attempt, the State Department started behind the scenes negotiations with the 

Panamanian general.118  Whether or not the U.S. would drop the indictments in return for 

Noriega’s relinquishing power quickly emerged as the central issue. 

The suggestion that indictments might be dropped in exchange for Noriega’s 

relinquishment of power first came from Assistant Secretary of State Eliot Abrams.  His 

logic was based on the concern that U.S. policy vis-a-vis Noriega had reached a bottleneck 

with the indictments, which provided Noriega with no incentive to step down via a brokered 

settlement.119  On May 21, 1988 Reagan  decided in a meeting with Attorney General Meese, 

Vice President Bush, George Shultz, Jim Baker, NSC advisor Colin Powell, CIA director 

William Webster and others that he would drop the indictments in exchange for Noriega 

stepping down.  (Bush voiced vehement opposition to the deal.)  What would follow were 

four months of back-and-forth negotiations between Mike Kozak, a lawyer in State’s Bureau 

of Inter-American Affairs who had helped negotiate the new canal treaties, and Noriega, 

which ultimately proved fruitless.120  But before the push to cut a deal with Noriega fell 

through, it managed to transform the administration’s Panama policy into a credibility 

disaster for the White House and, most importantly, for George Bush, whose campaign for 

the presidency was picking up speed. 
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Bush could ill afford the problems Reagan’s Noriega policy was bringing him.  In 

many circles, the Vice President was regarded as a luck-luster functionary whose charisma 

and vision seemed wan in comparison to his superior’s.  His habitual caution was interpreted 

as weakness, his ungainly public presence did not play well on television, and his policies 

seemed borrowed straight from the book of Reagan.  Time magazine’s 1988 special election 

issue described him as a “dutiful deputy… batting cleanup” who would have to “confront the 

limits of living on borrowed ideology.”121  And despite Bush’s extensive foreign policy 

experience, he was perceived as having no defined vision of America’s foreign policy role in 

the emerging post-Cold War world.122  Reagan’s recent string of foreign policy setbacks and 

the domestic political backlash they had inspired were part of the problem as well.  As the 

New York Times observed, the danger 

 
for Mr. Bush is the almost comic undoing of Mr. Reagan’s image. If the sins of the father fall 
onto the son, then the loose ends of the Reagan Presidency threaten to strangle George Bush’s 
Presidential aspirations. The problems can be listed in just a few words: astrology, Attorney 
General Edwin Meese 3d, Panama’s Gen. Manuel Antonio Noriega.123 
 
 

Indeed, in early spring Washington Post-ABC News polls showed that 58 percent of 

Americans disapproved of the White House’s handling of the situation in Panama.124  In June 

a different survey showed that 40 percent of the public had an unfavorable opinion of Bush, a 
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rating worse than those of Barry Goldwater, George McGovern, or Walter Mondale at 

comparable points in previous election campaigns.125 

Reagan’s problem in Panama—and the way it reflected upon the administration’s 

credibility in the effort to combat drug smuggling—had tremendous significance for the 

lethargic Bush campaign.  A New York Times poll in late May showed that 36 percent of 

voters felt the administration was doing a good job handling the problem of narcotics 

trafficking, while 55 percent said it was not; significantly, only 24 percent responding to the 

poll said Bush would do a better job than his Democratic challenger, Massachusetts governor 

Michael Dukakis, in the war on drugs.126  The Times reported that the Vice President lacked 

support “because a majority of voters feel the Reagan Administration has performed poorly 

on problems that have become key election issues.”127  The day after it ran its damaging 

polls, the influential newspaper reported that 

 
Bush all but conceded today what aides have been saying in private: that his surprising 
negative showings in recent public opinion polls are related to general disillusionment with 
some Reagan administration policies and its problems of recent weeks.  Aides are conceding 
that Mr. Bush is having trouble conveying the central message of his fall campaign: that a 
vote for Governor Michael S. Dukakis is a vote for inexperience in foreign affairs...The open 
discussion of concern by Mr. Bush and his aides was prompted by the release of two new 
national polls showing him trailing Mr. Dukakis.128 
 
 
Indeed, Panama was rapidly becoming a major issue for the Bush campaign.  For 

instance, in the Republican primaries, Bush’s most powerful opponent, Senator Robert Dole, 

                                                 
125Michael Duffy and Dan Goodgame, Marching in Place: The Status Quo Presidency of George Bush, (NY: 
Simon and Schuster, 1992), p. 26. 
126Additionally, 35 percent rated the administration as having done well in its Central America policy, while 52 
percent said it had not. 
127E.J. Dionne, Jr, “Poll Shows Dukakis Leads Bush; Many Reagan Backers Shift Sides,” The New York Times, 
May 17, 1988, p. A1. 
128Gerald M. Boyd, “Caution and Reagan Link Seen as Bush’s Problems,” The New York Times, May 18, 1988, 
p. D31. 



Shadow Boxing 
copyright © 2000 George Kourous 
 

 

140 

suggested that the Vice President, while CIA Director, had known about Noriega’s ties to 

drug trafficking and done nothing, keeping him on the agency’s payroll.129  According to 

Dole, “[w]e knew about [Noriega’s activities] when we were debating the Panama Canal 

treaty ten years ago.  Frankly,” he continued, “[a] big part of the problem we’re having is that 

we’ve been sending mixed messages to Noriega for years.  People have been playing footsie 

with this guy—people who knew, or by virtue of their jobs and resumes ought to have 

known, that he was up to his eyeballs in dirty drugs and anti-American politics.”130  And 

more recently, Bush had also been Reagan’s  unofficial drug czar during Noriega’s 

consolidation of power.131  If he pleaded ignorance of Noriega’s smuggling activities, his 

credibility as the coordinator of the nation’s drug war would be called into question—but an 

admission that he had know of Noriega’s ties to narcotics smuggling would have exactly the 

same effect.  It is still unclear how much knowledge Bush actually had; the records do not 

provide this information: 

 
[Senator Sam Nunn, Chairman of Senate Committee on Armed Services]: “I want to ask about one 
other line of question here, probably to Mr. Kerr of CIA. When was the first time the CIA knew 
Noriega was engaged in narcotics trafficking? 

Mr. KERR: [Deleted] 

Chairman NUNN: [Deleted] 

Mr. KERR: [Deleted] I think that is the way to describe his involvement in drugs... 

...Chairman NUNN: Did they come to you and tell you before they indicted him? 

Mr. KERR: [Deleted]... 

...Senator WARNER.  What are the date/time groups of these things? 

Mr. KERR.  [Deleted]... 
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...Senator WARNER. Did all that stop when the indictment came down? 

Mr. KERR.  [Deleted]132 
 
 
 

Hints from Noriega that he had “secret information” regarding the Vice President rendered 

the situation more volatile.133 

Bush had inherited other problems from Reagan which also threatened to tarnish his 

credibility; Iran-Contra, for example.  Polls taken after the scandal broke showed that 

Reagan’s public approval rating had registered a 21 percent drop, the lowest of his 

presidency and the sharpest ever recorded in a public opinion poll on presidential 

performance.134  Bush repeatedly asserted that he had been unaware of the Contra-Iran 

connection, but as the Final Report of the Independent Counsel for Iran/Contra Matters later 

noted, “[t]he criminal investigation of Bush was regrettably incomplete.”135  According to the 

report, private statements by Bush regarding his knowledge of the affair “conflicted with his 

more extreme public assertions that he was ‘out of the loop’ regarding the operation’s 

details.”136  As time wore on, the Vice President’s protestations of ignorance were 

increasingly regarded by the press as highly implausible.137  (One account relates that, 
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according to a former CIA official, “[g]iven all the evidence that was piling up, Bush faced 

two choices.  He could think about going to jail, or he could run for President.”)138 

Similarly, administration attempts to secretly bargain for the release of hostages in 

Iran—despite public avowals that it would never do so—had been exposed during the Iran-

Contra investigations, and Bush’s involvement represented another potential liability.  His 

diary entry for November 5, 1986 notes; “[o]n the news at this time is the question of the 

hostages...I’m one of the few people that know fully the details, and there is a lot of flack and 

misinformation out there.  It is not a subject we can talk about.”139 

Given this context, the strong reaction sparked by the news of the administration’s 

efforts to cut a deal with Noriega which would sacrifice the indictments against him—and the 

damage this levied against the Bush campaign—were to be expected.  On one hand, those 

opposed to the deal argued that it would damage U.S. international credibility in the eyes of 

Latin America drug cartels.  According to Senator D’Amato, the proposal to drop the charges 

in exchange for Noriega’s stepping down was a “devastating blow to those of us who have 

been attempting to say that the United States is committed internationally…to the war on 

drugs.”  Senator Kerry concurred, declaring that the deal “would send a disastrous message 

in terms of drug fighting to Latin America.”140  There was also concern that the deal would 

hurt the credibility of U.S. efforts to democratize Latin America.  As one reporter pointed out 

to Reagan after news of the deal leaked: “[S]ir, the fear is that you’re selling out.  That you 
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are going to agree to a deal which has a fig leaf of some restoration of democracy but, in fact, 

leaves Noriega in power.”141 

These worries that the deal to drop the indictments would undermine U.S. foreign 

policy in the Latin American region were echoed internally within the administration.  At one 

cabinet meeting, Secretary of State Shultz reckoned that “I don’t see how we could lift the 

indictment...The indictment stands for our commitment to fight drug trafficking.”142  The 

U.S. attorney in Miami handling the case told reporters that dropping the indictments “would 

send the wrong message,” and Chief of Customs William von Raab announced his opposition 

to the idea, as did John Lawn, head of the Drug Enforcement Agency.143 

Anti-deal members of the administration were not only concerned with the effect it 

would have on U.S. international credibility in the war on drugs, but also with the domestic 

political consequences it would bring.  This dual concern is clearly evident in the transcript 

of the May 21 meeting in which Reagan decided to move forward with the deal: 

 
JAMES BAKER: This is the worst political situation I can think of. I don’t know if the 
madness of [Congress] will spill over. I don’t know the effect on the trade bill and INF. 
Sometimes a good idea just won’t fly. This is a good idea, I’ve defended it, but I don’t think it 
will fly. It will flounder and cause us grief. 

PRESIDENT REAGAN: But that’s based on the fact that no one has told the people of this 
country the indictment isn’t worth the paper it’s printed on. What of the political fallout when 
Noriega stays there after all these months of trying to get rid of him, and now we say we can’t 
do anything about it. 

BAKER: ...[I]t’s best to stop the fire from spreading to other things... 

...[DEPUTY CHIEF OF STAFF] KEN DUBERSTEIN: I have not been able to recruit one 
ally on the Hill...It’s really due to the hysteria in the country now on drugs, even if there is no 
alternative way of dealing with Noriega. 

REAGAN: ...who created the hysteria? Those same people on the Hill and in the press. I’m as 
mad at the U.S. attorney down there [in Miami] as I am at Noriega. That indictment doesn’t 
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mean a thing...In eight years as Governor and almost eight years as President now, I’ve 
always said I would never make a decision just based on the political ramifications. That’s 
what I’m being asked to do today... 

…BAKER: ...what will Nancy be able to say when she addresses children about drugs?... 

...ATTORNEY GENERAL MEESE: I can’t stress too strongly the law enforcement view. All 
the law enforcement people I know strongly oppose this. Mr. President, for the first time in 
twenty years, you’ll be doing something which the law enforcement community is strongly 
opposed to. The impact on our policies will be so severe...Let me use this simile: we don’t 
give in to the demands of a criminal even if he is holding hostages. So we can’t give in to the 
demands of a dictator even if he holds a country hostage. Even you would not be able to 
explain this to the American people. 

REAGAN: ...But should we go back and put [the deal] on hold? Tell [Noriega] that we’re not 
ready...Tell him we’re a bunch of jerks who can’t make up our minds...What you guys are 
settling for is that we have to go in there with considerable loss of life, and how does that look 
to the rest of Latin America?144 
 

Indeed, some cabinet members feared that the deal could potentially mean the ruin of the 

GOP’s credibility as the fittest architect of U.S. foreign policy.  In his memoirs George 

Shultz relates how National Security Advisor Colin Powell told him that Edward Meese and 

James Baker were advising the President that following through with the deal to drop the 

indictments would be “as big a problem for him as ‘Irangate.’”145 

The GOP’s opponents in the 1988 elections were certainly making political mileage 

out of the issue.  Jesse Jackson, who had made surprising headway early on in the 

Democratic primaries, in a play to beef up his foreign policy resume, had attempted to 

contact Noriega to persuade him to resign.  And by the end of May, the campaign refrain of 

Michael Dukakis was that “there will be no dealing with drug-running Panamanian 

dictators.”146  His attacks on this front became stronger as the elections approached: during a 

September debate, Dukakis repeatedly returned to Bush’s past involvement with Noriega and 

the administration’s attempts to cut a deal.  A week after the debate, the media reported that 
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Noriega claimed to have tape recordings supposedly linking George Bush to illegal activities 

involving Nicaragua.147 

The Republican candidate’s responses to the Noriega-related charges being leveled 

against him proved ineffectual.  Bush repeatedly claimed that he hadn’t known that the 

Panamanian leader was involved in drugs until after the indictments were promulgated.  In 

early May 1988, Bush was asked if he had ever, as director of the CIA or at any other time, 

received reports of Noriega’s ties to cocaine and marijuana smuggling.  “Not that I was ever 

aware of,” he replied.  A few days later, however, the New York Times ran a full page story 

titled “Officials Say Bush Heard ’85 Charge Against Noriega.”  According to the story, in 

December 1985 the Vice President met with then-ambassador to Panama Edward Briggs, an 

outspoken critic of Noriega.  “In the weeks before the meeting,” the Times continued, 

 
Mr. Briggs had called the State Department recounting allegations of General Noriega’s drug 
involvement and his possible role in the murder of Dr. Hugo Spadafora...Although the Vice 
President said he did not see or hear of the cables, the Administration officials, in responding 
to reporters’ questions, said the ambassador related the substance of those dispatches to Mr. 
Bush in the December meeting. A previously undisclosed memorandum that Bush aides 
prepared for the Vice President before that meeting said that its purpose was to ‘discuss U.S. 
relations with Panama and narcotics matters.’148 
 
 

A week later, the Times ran a follow-up story describing a meeting Briggs had had 17 days 

after his meeting with Bush, in which he briefed a congressional delegation on Noriega’s 

drug ties.  According to the second story, Briggs “told members and staff of a House 

committee in January 1986 that allegations about General Manuel Antonio Noriega’s links to 

the drug trade were of growing concern to American officials.”  Under pressure from 
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reporters, ex-ambassador Briggs maintained he could not remember whether he had told 

Bush about the charges against Noriega or not.149 

Bush vehemently denied that he had.  Craig Fuller, the Vice President’s chief of staff, 

told the New York Times that “I don’t think the Vice President is trying to suggest that he 

didn’t know that Panama had a narcotics problem and that Noriega, as a key player in 

Panama, might have had some involvement.  What he’s really saying is that certain 

knowledge didn’t come until after the indictment of Noriega.”150  Five days later, Dukakis 

asked a California audience,“[y]ou tell me how [we] can go to those children and their 

parents today and tell them to say ‘no’ to drugs when we’ve got an Administration in 

Washington that can’t say ‘no’ to Noriega.”151  Around this time, writes journalist Kevin 

Buckley, one of the Vice President’s aides astutely observed that “George Bush can’t make a 

speech these days with any credibility about drugs if we’re dealing with the drug kingpin of 

the world.”152 

The fire continued to spread.  At the end of May, Bush rival Robert Dole spear-

headed a vote against the deal.  By May 21, the Senate had voted 83 to 10 that the 

indictments should not be dropped in order to persuade Noriega to relinquish power.  

Secretary of State Shultz asked White House staffer Chris Dodd why Dole had displayed 
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such vigorous opposition to the negotiations.  “Isn’t it obvious?” Dodd replied.  “Sheer 

hatred for Bush. So Bush will have to be more against it than anybody.”153 

George Bush quickly realized that he had to distance himself from the Reagan 

administration’s perceived failures in Panama and the Central America region.  His early 

attempts at influencing the President and the cabinet to throw out the idea of a Noriega deal 

had come to naught.  During the decisionmaking process, the Vice President had contacted 

most involved officials, including the President, repeated times to argue against dropping the 

indictments.154  On May 16, for example, Bush called George Shultz to tell him that 

 
[h]e was dead set against going ahead with an arrangement with Noriega in any of its 
variations: such a deal sent the wrong message about our opposition to drugs. There was no 
support for the deal among any group, he said...The Vice President said he wanted it on the 
record that he called me and took a position against this deal.155 
 
 

At the meeting in which the President opted for negotiating, Bush requested that the deal be 

described publicly as “a plea bargain.”156  (“The Vice President is conducting an election 

campaign,” Shultz remarked privately to Colin Powell afterward.  “[L]et the President 

conduct the presidency.”)157 

His arguments against the deal having failed, Bush was forced to make a definitive 

break with his President for the first time in eight years.  On Wednesday, May 18, according 

to Shultz, Colin Powell told him that “the Vice President is in a state” and that Bush and 

Reagan were “debating furiously.”  The National Security Adviser related that 
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Bush said law enforcement would be disillusioned with the President’s stand on drugs, that 
the whole Miami field office would resign, that other countries taking strong stands would be 
undercut, that Americans were on fire about this, that August 12 was a key date in the 
campaign, that we couldn’t argue against negotiation with terrorists if we negotiate with drug 
dealers.158 
 
 

Bush’s advisers, writes Frederick Kempe, “saw the Noriega negotiations as an opportunity to 

address two of the vice president’s greatest vulnerabilities.  First, Bush could distinguish 

himself from Reagan—without cost to Republican causes—and second, in doing so he could 

defuse the whole issue of his supposed intelligence links to Noriega.”159 

The morning of May 19, the Washington Post’s headline read “Bush Splits With 

Reagan on Handling of Noriega.”160  The Vice President had publicly opposed the deal at 

last.  He really had no other choice.  At home, Noriega had been transformed into a symbol 

of all that was wrong with the incumbent GOP administration’s “the ends justify the means” 

foreign policy practices.  Years of political and foreign policy experience during the Cold 

War had taught Bush that the responses that presidents formulate to international threats not 

only affect the decisionmaking of potential or real overseas adversaries, but serve as a litmus 

test of executive effectiveness at home as well; Bush judged that if he failed to effectively 

send signals that demonstrated a commitment to the drug war and a post-Reagan vision of the 

world, it could trigger political disaster domestically.  If, as president, George Bush hoped to 

put the problems of past policy in Central America behind him and move ahead on other 

fronts with Congressional support, he would have to solve the troublesome Noriega 
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imbroglio first.161  For months, however, Bush had been guided by his loyalty to Reagan, 

stubbornly denying his alleged past involvement with Noriega and defending the 

administration’s unpopular handling of the situation.  He now needed to make a break and 

come out from Reagan’s shadow, to demonstrate that he was serious about America’s war on 

drugs and a capable future leader of the world’s strongest superpower. 

The Cold War was nearly over.  Perhaps the United States had won.  But then again, 

perhaps victory hinged more on what happened after the U.S.-Soviet conflict ended than on 

simply ending that conflict successfully; the struggle to contain “rogue states,” extinguish 

international drug trafficking, and encourage the spread of democracy overseas had only just 

begun.  The post-Cold War environment was, as Bush would later say, “a brave new world.”  

Now, more than ever, the United States needed to display dynamic and visionary leadership, 

to continue to demonstrate its credibility as the fittest architect to shape that world.  The Vice 

President hadn’t authored the policy created by the Miami indictments of Noriega, but he 

perceived that he would have to honor it in order to preserve his credibility both overseas and 

at home.  “Great nations, like great men, must keep their word,” Bush asserted. “When 

America says something, America means it, whether a treaty or an agreement or a vow made 

on marble steps.”162  Manuel Noriega would be brought to justice.  The nagging question, 

however, was how. 
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