The Drug
Busters

Asitsinvolvement in the narcntlcs war grows, the
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Pentagon outlines a plan to crush the cartels

all it D-Day in the Andes, Apoca-

Iypse of the Drug Lords, the ulti-

mate bust. Hundreds of troops

from threa nations swoopdown on

scores of targets—hidden air-
fields, jungle factaries, heavily puarded ha-
ciendas—to cripple, in cne swift blow, the
cocaine cartels of South America. This is
not & scene [rom a Tom Clancy novel buta
plan now being worked up at United States
Southern Command, home of Gen, Max-
well Thurman, the hero of the Panama
invasion. In a "secure room” called the
Counternarcotics Operation Center ot the
Quarry Heights headquarters of Southcom
in Panama City, J0 officers are preparing
"target folders™ aimed at eevering the links
that tie Latin America’s narco-trafickers.
Thurman's plan, accarding to brisfing doe-
ument= obtained by Newsweex, calls fora
“simultancous (regionall atiack to |mpa¢t
the cartel’s entire support structure.”
Translated from Pentagonese, thet means
a hemispheric drug raid. Acoording o a
senior Southoom officer, the intelligence
necessary to pick the targets will be ready
as early as “next month.”

The model is Thurman'sinvasion of Pan-
ama la=t December—an all-out assault to
"take down" the forces of Gen. Mannel No-
riega. Thistime the actual troops would not
be American but the forces of Colombia,
Bolivizand Peru, whichwould attack cartel
targets in their countries al the same tima.
Butall the logistics, planning, training and
support would be provided by the Ameri-
cans. Saysa UL.S. Defense Departiment ana-
Iyet familiar with SBouthcom's activities,
"We wouldn't pull the trigger, but we'd
paint the pun.” And if need be, Thurman is
prepared to go in with U.S. commandos. A
well-placed intalligence source has told
Newsweex the Pentagon has plans to send
U.5. special forces to “snatch™ Colombian
druglordsif President Bush givesthe order.

To be sure, a joint South American drug
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reid is unlikely to happen anytime oon
—or possibly ever. Lawmakers in Congress
would be loath to see the United States
repeat the mistake of Vietnam and be
drawn into direct combat in the Andean
highlands. Diplomats at the State Depart-
ment are reluctant to offend the sensibil-
ities of America’s southern neighbors. And
South American nations have a hard time
waorking with each other, much less with
gringos from up north. Thurman's scheme
is "the kind of high-profile operation that
will revive memories of U.S. imperialism,”
warns Ted Galen Carpenter, director of
foreign-policy studies at the Cato Instituta,
a libertarian think tank in Waszhington.

Yet Thurman is no loose cannon. The |

have to deal with:

Min the Andean rain forests, some 750,000

z.rmad fﬂ!‘ﬂ!‘*- aszezement of the drug
pmhlm isdauniing. A look at what they

campesinos (peasant farmers) grow 220,000 8 .

| tons of coca leaves annually.

to 1,300 tons of cocaine powder.
M The cocaine is smuggled out of South

and 5,000 ship voyages and on 1,300 to
3,500 airplane flights a year.

B The bulk of the cocaine goes to the 2
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BNear growing sites, usually in Peru and
Bolivia, the leaves are rendered down to
3,000 tons of coca paste. Transporied to
labs in Colombia, the paste is further refined

America in small portions, on between 3,000

million o 3 million cocaine users in the
United States, where it is quickly dispersed
from wholesalers o streel-cormer dealers.

New military mind-set: Anti-drug truiners
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On patrol in the Panama Canal Zone

e military is spending more to control
drug traffic, and high technology is play-
ing an increasing role in the battle:

M Department of Defense will spend $450
million fichting smugglers this fiscal year
and $1.2 hillion in 1991, US. Southern Com-
mandwantstospend $191 million next vear.

B Air Foree radar plancs now spend 40
percent of their time on drug surveillance,
Soon, the radars that monitor Soviel mis-
siles will also track high-altitude drug planes.

BBy 1552, radar balloons will be deployed
along the southern LS. border and coast to
catch low-flying drug planes, A §143 million
radar system that will cover the Caribhbean is
under construction in South America,

B Next year some 100 US. military advis-
erswillbeinthe Andes nations training local
troops to fight drug traffickers.
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Concerns: Colombian soldier burns a cocaine cache

Pentagon has been invited to join the drug
war by the White House and Congress
alike. In 1988 Congress oflicially designat-
éd the Defense Department as the lead
agency in stopping drug smuggling. Drug
czar William Bennett has acknowledged
that trying tablock drugs at the border isa
hopeless exercise. Coast Guard and DEA
bustz have barely dented the fow.
The supply of cocaine can be stopped or
gignificantly =lowed only by "going to the
source”'—hitting the drug traffickers in
their lairs. At first, the Pentagon refused to
be drafted. But at Buszh's insistence De-
fense Secretary Dick Cheney last year or-
dered the Pentagon brass to play along.
Now that the cold war is over, the armed

rervices have become eager participantsin

| the drug war. “It's their new meal ticket

now that the commies are not their big
threat,” says a congressional staffer. The
Pentugon plans tospend $450 million fight-
ing drugs this year. Next year the counter-
narcotics budgel will more than double to
£1.2billion. The military mind-set, say=one
Southcom briefing, will have to change
from nuclear megatons to cocaine kilos.
Thurman already has his goal in mind: he
wants 500 tons selzed withina year.

Turl batties: Generals are paid to plan fu-
ture wars. Their ¢ivilian masters are sup-
posed to decide whether and when to fight
them. Will the military men take over the
war on drugs from the civilians they are
supposed to serve? The G-men at the FBI
and the DEA will resist the Pentagon's ef-
fort to usurp their turf in the waron drugs.
“The CIA and the militery have spent 10
years trying to find one goddam hostage in
Lebanon,” grumbles a senior DEA officisl.
“"What makes them think they can come
down here and solve the dope problem?™
Bat it would be a mistake to
underestimate Thurman, who
i# as skilled at bureaucratic in-
fighting as he is at waging war
on the battlefisld. “There iz no
doubt in [Thurman's] mind,"”
saysawell-connected Pentagon
source. "He's in charge. It's his
command that'sdrawingupthe
plans. Thurman is & 24-hour-a-
day guy and no one is going to
step in his way. If you throw up
political obstacles, he'll steam-
roll you.”

Already, Air Force AWACS
planes spend 40 percent of their
time trying to spot drug run-
ners. Southcom wants to =pend
$19]1 million fghting drugs
next year, sending a5 many as
100 military trainersintoLatin
America toteachtacticstolocal
armies. A seven-man Special
Operations Command team al-
ready helps the DEA plan drog
raids in the region. The United Szates will
spend $143 million for new radars across
the northern rim of the continent to pro-
vide blunket coverage of the Caribbean Ba-
gin by 1991. The military has always loved
high tech, and Thurman has Southcom re-
searching new gadgetry, including radars
that can look through a wall—or & jungle
canopy —like X-rays. The Pentagon is ulso
tinkering with an acrial vapor-sniffing de-
tector to pick up the smell of chemicals
used in clandestine drug labs.

In the military view, the war on drugs
has been fought up to now by amateurs.
"[DEA agents] are cops,” said an officer
on Thurman's staff. “"Very brave. But
cops.” To Thurman, cops are for collaring



criminalson thestreet, not masterminding
the overthrow of international cartels.
Southeom officers deride DEA record keap-
ing as a shos-hox operation. (DEA iz =till
trying to computerize its files.) The Penta-
gon =coffs that drug intelligence in Latin
America moves with all the speed of the
pony express: DEA agents working in for-
ward areas have (o wail days for sensilive
reports to be own in by helicopter. Too
often, drug traflickers have fled by the time
the police raid their hideouts, In Bolivia,
Thurman is installing a prototype Com-
mand and Management System that will
allow apents in the field to hook up, via
satellite, with computerized intelligence
recordsin Washington. Usinga zophisticat-
ed computer program code-named Hawk-
eye, field agent=s will be able tophotographa
drug runner’s plane with a digitalized cam-

era, send the image through the computer
gvstem to Washington and learn the likely
route and destination of the plane “within
two minutes,” according to a Defense De-
partment document.

It remains to be zeen whether thiz com-
puter wizardry will work any better than
the high-tech clunkers sometimes pro-
duced by the Pentagon. Organizing, not
inventing, is the military’s real =kill, and
Thurman is & skillful and determined or-

ganizer. Alrcady the Southcom command- |

er has dispatched a team of officers from
Panama toexpand a command-and-control
cutpast in an office building in Rosslyn,
Virginia, close to the Pentagon.
Thurman’s thinking about how to battle
the drug lords is deeply influenced by his
success in Operation Just Causs, the inva-
sion of Panama. The key to victory was to

attack the Panams Defense Force every-
where and at onee, Thurman believes. In
his private Washington briefings, he likes
to use the analogy of the Pillsbury Dough-
boy: poke him in the stomach and he just
expands someplace else. So too with the
cartels, says Thurman: attack them in one
gpot, and they just move on to another.

To illustrate the problem, Thurman
points to the raid on La Petrolera, a major
drug tranzshipment center in the remote
Jjungle southeast of Bogotd. On the night of
May 3, Colombian special forces backed by
helicopters and fighter planes raided the
center. The raid wes portrayed as a great
suceoss: three cocaine labs seized, 24 air-
strips cratered, six aircraft and 18.5 tons of
narcotics worth 8850 million seized, two
traffickers killed, 23 arrested. The United
States plaved an important sccret role,

011 June 13, 1888 Secretary

of Defence Dick Cheney is-

gued & two-paragraph press

releasze announcing the pand- |
ing retirement of (ren. Max-

| well R. Thurman, 53. Five |
| weeks later, on July 20, Che-
ney guietly reversed himsslf,
announcing that Thurman
had just been appointed com-
mander in chief of the U.S.
Southern Command at Quar-
ry Heights, Panama. The full
story of what happened be-
tween June 13 and July 20 is
gtill a matter of conjecture,
but this much at least is |
known: at some point, Thur- |
man had a meeling with

George Bush that led him to

the hottest command slot in |
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Hot command spot in the post-cold-warrior Army: I'n Panama City

Max Thurman: The ‘Ilohnl}up General
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And when visiting members
of Congress peppered his staff |
with acrid questions about |
the Army’s rock-music har-
rage of the papal nunciaturs,
Thurman himself stood up."T |
am the music man.” he said |
defiantly, and the guestion
was dropped.

Mailed fist: Like the invasion
of Panama, Thurman's ap
pointment to Southern Com-
mand sends an unmistakable
message to Latin America—
and to his critics thar is pre-
cizely the prohlem. In their
view, Thurman lacks bath the
knowledgeand thediplomaric
d | skill required for sadelicatea |
mission, and some prediet
that his hard-charging style
will touch off an anti-Ameri-
can backlash. "Thurman had |

the post-cold-warrior Army.
Omne year later Thurman is
widely known as the man who
brought down Manuel Norie-
ga. What is also clear, in the
wake of NEwWswEEK'S report-
ing on U.5: plans for a mili-

tary offensive againzst the Co- |
lombian drug cartels, is that |

Thurman is the Pentagon's
point man in the hemispheric

war against cocaine. How |
| He'ssori of like a RoboCop.™

those plans turn ouf, and
whether Thurmen  will  be
hero or goat, very much re-
main to be seen. But for
the moment, at least, the
bruzque, hard-driving North

Carolinian is being tonted as |

| around—the kind of soldier |

who throws himsell into his
mission relentlessly and to-
tally, Thurman, to cite one
pertinent biographic detail,
has never married, and a Pen-
tagon official says he has just
“never had rime” for a person-
al life. "That wasn't his pur-
pose for being,'” thiz official
gavs. " Hiz cause has hean fur-
thering Army ohjectives ...

RoboCop or not, Thurman
isalormidableleader—a man
who drives his stafl with a

combination of brute energy |

and force of intellect. He is
something of a rarity among

one of the best generals | Army generals in that he is

not & West Point graduatas,
and he has long been known
by fellow officers a= "the
Maxatollsh” for hiz by-the-

| book zeal. He has now turned

Southern Command upside
down by purging officers loy-
al to his predecessor. The
purge has led to grumbling at
Quarry Heights and Thur-

man, some joke, is now in a |

dead heat with Noriega for

| thetitleof Most Hated Gener-

i -al in Panama.

But Thurman i= adept at
staring down his critice. After
the Panama invasion, he daz-
zled & roomful of senators by
delivering a masterful brief-
ing entirely without notes.

barelyzst foot in Latin Ameri-
ca and suddenly he's Napo-
lean,” =ays one unhappy
Southcom veteran. “And now
hehasthe answer toany prob-
lem, in Panama or wherever:
send in the troops.” His de-
fenders say Thurman knows
exactly where the political
lineis. "He'll move right up to
the line,” o former aide says,
“but he won't step over it.” If
£0, Thurman may yet become
the mailed fist behind the vel-
vetglove of U.S. policy toward
the region—and if he fails,
Bush's drug-war strategy will
almost certainly falter too.

DovGLAE WaLLERin Washingion
with Spexcer RETssin Mami
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A scheme modeled on the Panama invasion:
Arresting a Noriega supporter

providing intelligence, mapping and plan-
ning for the operation. But to Thurman
and his men, La Petrolera only proved the
Doughboy theory., After the raid, drug

runners simply moved to other shipment | i

hubs. In his briefings, Thurman reveals
that La Petrolera gave him the same valu-
able intellirence as the failed Oct. 3, 1989,
coup artempt arainst Noriega, By obeery-
ing how the enemy reacted to a single
blow, he can now plan for knockout
punches at saveral sites.

The United States is determined "not to
Americanize” the Andean drug war, says
the assistant secretary of State for interna-
tional narcetics matters, Melvyn Levitsky.
But Thurmen wants to make sure that the
United States controls the battle from be-
hind the scenes. A model for what the
Southcom commander has in mind was the
ambush of Calambian drug kingpin José
Gonralo Rodriguez Gacha last December,
The air aszault, which killed Gacha and
hiz 17-year-old son, was conducted by Co-
lombian troops. The United States denited
any involvement. However, intelligence
sources have told NEwswEeEK that the raid
was coprdinated by American commandos
working for the CIA.

As details of Thurman's plan leak out,
there are sure to be grumbles on Capitol
Hill, where lawmakers complain that they
are being kept in the dark. “We want o

examine this palicy before body bags come |

hack tothiscountry,” says Democratic Sen.
John Kerry of Mazsachus=etrs, a Vietnam
veteran. The outcry will be louder in Latin
America. Although Thurman'z hriefings
stress the need Lo respect local sovereignty,

critics say he is somewhal insensitive to |

political considerations. "If vou're a politi-
cal person you're not listened to in his
command,” says a Pentagon aide. Military
officers who are Latin specialists in U8,

embassies in the region have been purged |
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3 | "Southcomcandoall theplanningit wants

and it may not go anywhera in Perg.”

Even if Thurman could persuade the An-
dean nations to go along with hia plan,
would it work? Thurman's Panama analo-

| gv only goes so far, warn some defense

analysts. In Panama the war zond was
largely limited to the 20 square miles of
Panama City. Bolivia, Colombia and Peru,
by contrast, are roughly one third the size
of the United States. Operation Just Cause
was fought with 22,500 elite US. troops.
Thurman will have to depend on unevenly
trained and sometimes corrupt local forces
tocarry out hiz plans. U8 intelligencs had
thoroughly penetrated the PDF, while in-
formation about the cartels remains zpat-
ty. While the drug lords have no actual
armics, they have been buying some power-

ful weapons. Last May FEI

-"q.'.’ i

for lesz diplomatically inclined officers
with an aggressive '“operational” ap-
progch. Some Pentapon and State Depart-
ment anslysls worry that American med-
dling will enable opposition parlies Lo
accuse the fragile Latin American govern-
ments of selling out to Uncle Sam. "Latin
Americans are going to be sophisticated
enough to know whois pulling the strings "
gays Carpenter of the Cato Institute.

Sa far, Colombia and Balivia have been
amenahle to increasing U.S. involvement
in their drug wars. Pern has not. Newly
elected President Alberto Fujimori has
made clear that he wants no US. military
involvement beyond training or equipping
his troops. For the moment the Lima gov-
ernment has balked st ampting 235 |
millicn in U.S. military aid. "We're on |
hold,” says & State Depariment official. I

5 . : e ‘.-!.'F.'J-\.‘\'-E.\'-.
Aid: L5, adviser (reari with Bolivian policenen

agents in Florida arrested two
Colombians allegedly attempt-
ing to buy 120 stolen Stinger
anti-aireraft missiles on behalf
of the Medellin cartel. What is
intended to be a lizhtning raid
could turn into a long counter-
insurgency struggle against
armed guerrillas like Peru's
Sendero Lumineso, who al-
ready eontrol the coca-growing
region ird the Upper Hualla-
ga Valley,

Cocaine flow: There are small
signs at the moment that drug
How into the United States is
abating and that demand is
glackening. Coca prices in the
Andes are dropping. which, if
it continues, mav persuade
farmers to shift to other crops,
while in some T1.5. cities the
whalesale price iz rizsing. If
things are going s0 well, asks
Sen. Chris Dodd, Democrat of
Connecticut, why embark on a
risky new military adventure?
Answer: the good news could
be short-lived. The CIA estimates a 35
percent increase in the coca crop in the
last two years and even highar production
in the future. In that caze, Thurman will
be well positioned to move. He has a plan,
while others have none. His proposal has
not made it (0 George Bush's desk yel, but
Thurman is a personal favorite of the
president. Though cautious in many re-
spects, Bush showed a taste for military
action when he ordered the invasion of
Panama. The military man who gave
Bush his greatest victory stands ready to
offer a second gambit using Latin troops.
Thurman's plan may =sem at once im-
probable and potentially dizastrous. But
in higtory’'s long march, 20 are most wars.

Novcras Wattekaath Maze Mictxrond
JoHN Bapny in Wishaington,
Srexces REtesin Miomi and Buresu reports



