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Central America presents today the di-
mensions of a major crisis: a high ratio of
human rights violations, economic collapse,
armed struggle and foreign military involve-
ment. For decades, a region marked by bla-
tant social injustice was kept away from the
focus of world concern as regimes docile to
the United States managed to keep control
over the forces of change. Paradoxically,
former Israeli Defense Minister Ariel Sharon
reacted to Washington's pressures on Israel
by emphatically rejecting the idea of his
country becoming a "Banana Republic."
Now, a collusion course seems to have been
established between both allies in an effort
to regain command over adverse develop-
ments in Central America. The international-
ization of conflict in this region does not
exclude Israel as a participant. Its presence

there is not marked as a sudden arrival of a
newcomer but rather by the renewed role of
a veteran player. Recent events have shaped
a different profile to the early image of the
weak and heroic Israel-in-the-making. More
than three decades later, the transformations
have been manifold: Much has changed
since the early days in which Zionist agents
with Nicaraguan passports ensured indirect
shipments of arms to their newly indepen-
dent state. In its continuous struggle for sur-
vival Israel has become a strong regional
power, whose military superiority has pro-
vided additional resources which can now be
invested with a view towards global strategic
considerations.

The Soviet Union has moved from an ini-
tial stand supportive of Zionism as the "Na-
tional Liberation Movement of the Jewish
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People" to become the main supplier of Is-
rael's worst enemies. Added to such a
changing Soviet role in the Middle East, the
deterioration from detente to a renewed Cold
War contributed to tighter bipolar realign-
ments. The dramatic gain of Arab influence
that followed the 1973 energy crisis in-
creased the Israeli perception of growing iso-
lation, so entrenched in the historic memory
of its people.

Within this context, the unique position
of the United States as Israel's sole and re-
liable ally has evolved. Sentiments apart,
Israeli policymakers tend to emphasize that
the recognition of their country as a true
strategic asset to Washington will provide
these close ties with the indispensable di-
mension of realpolitik.

Such external developments have influ-
enced the mood of subsequent Israeli gov-
ernments: given the adverse international
conditions it would be utterly naive and even
dangerous to expect the Jewish state to pro-
vide an "example to the nations." Hence, the
call for skepticism and pragmatism in the
conduct of international relations.

With the Likud victory in 1977, emphasis
on the Arab threat tended to minimize the
importance of other local and regional con-
siderations in bilateral relations with coun-
tries on other continents. In addition, after
nearly thirty years on the opposition
benches, the active pursuit of such policies
surprised not a few observers by the intensity
of its nature. High-risk decisions were
adopted particularly in the confrontation
with Israel's neighbors and in its foreign
relations in general. Playing high stakes for
immediate returns and testing the limits of
behavior could soon be recognized as the
prevailing style of the new administration.
These considerations may assist us in the
analysis of Israel's current role in Central
America. Before doing so, however, a cau-
tionary remark should preceed any easy gen-
eralizations. Policy towards this region is
still full of inconsistencies. Decision making
has often been erratic and uncoordinated.
The gap between policy formulation and im-
plementation can be traced in important

areas such as military transfers. Consumed
by dissent on the more existential issues of
peace and war with their neighbors, Israel's
relations with the Third World are relegated
to a lower level; in addition, the customary
fog on issues related to military security have
made it difficult to identify the real course
of Israeli diplomacy in such a remote region.
At the same time, the salience of criticism
towards Israel has accompanied debate on
Central America in Washington and its pe-
riphery. Distinctions between myth and re-
ality have been purposefully blurred by Arab
sources as part of an overall propaganda ef-
fort.

PLO-inspired messages emanating mostly
from Havana, Managua and Mexico City
have turned the focus of the most salient
criticism of Israel from its Middle East pol-
icies to its activities in Central America. As
the Popular Front of the Liberation of Pal-
estine (PFLP) states: "Israeli trade aims in
Latin America are merely a modification of
its aggression and expansion in the Middle
East."1 Efforts to associate events include
the ambiguous use of the slogan the "Leba-
nonization" of Central America2, defined in
several ways: the temptation of the Salva-
doran Defense Minister into what he al-
legedly called "a preemptive strike against
Nicaragua,"3 Israel's plan to use Central
America as a testing ground for experimen-
tation of new sophisticated bombs and other
weapons following the events in Lebanon,4

and "the promotion of Catholic-evangelical
factionalism" in an effort to divide and con-
quer communities (in Guatemala) as the re-
sult of Israeli advice based on the successful
exploitation of rivalries between Christian,
Moslem and Druze communities in Leba-
non.5 Alternatively, the expression the "Pal-
estinization" of Central America is used in
reference to Guatemala as "the way the in-
digenous population was destroyed through
scorched-earth tactics, approximately one
million displaced, (and) about one hundred
thousand refugees outside the country."6

A parallel is drawn between the Israeli
tactic in the West Bank of "tame local may-
ors" and the Civil Defense Patrol of Guate-
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malan communities.7 Other images claim
that to those same Guatamalan military-con-
trolled villages are inspired by the kibbutz or
moshav, communal and cooperative settle-
ments in Israel. An even more confused
statement comments that "the actions of the
Israeli Zionists have become an irresistible
model for the Guatemalan military." Colonel
Wholers, director of Programa de Ayuda a
las Areas en Conflicto (PAAC) stated that he
finds it fascinating to transform the face of
Guatemalan heights and convert it into a
moshav, the model of the Palestinian refugee
settlements in Israel.8 The Soviet Union sup-
ports this stand by exaggerating Israel's role
as second to the United States in arms supply
to "reactionary regimes" in Central Amer-
ica."9 Palestinian sources concur by charac-
terizing Israel as a "global and strategic part-
ner of the United States" and as a "tool of
Washington" in order to disguise Israeli in-
tervention in Central America and the Carib-
bean.10 These statements are accompanied
by figures of alleged arms sales in which
Israel appears to be the sole supplier, as in
the notorious case of sales to Somoza,
whereas six other countries have been men-
tioned as providers of weaponry during the
last two years of his regime.

Exaggerations, inaccuracies and imagi-
nary acts are accompanied by references out
of context, highlighting Israel's military re-
lations with Latin America without mention-
ing other areas of exchange. A most inter-
esting illustration comes from Covert Action
in which an article carries a boxed under-
lined paragraph: "Two thousand seven
hundred and sixty-nine Latin Americans
have been trained in Israel, mostly in short
courses including police and military train-
ing."11 Although the paragraph carries a quo-
tation, neither references nor specifics are
provided regarding the period this figure pre-
sumably covers. The closest I have come to
such a conclusion are the official figures of
Israel's Foreign Ministry's Department of
International Cooperation which shows that
7,726 Latin American trainees were in Israel
from 1958 to 1982 and, more specifically,
2,526 from Central America and the Carib-

bean from 1974 to 1982. The courses dealt
with agriculture, youth programs, commu-
nity development and education, while the
"various" category covered no more than
five percent.

There are many ways of manipulating
numbers and figures but the subject matter
needs to be explored further. Although a
doctoral dissertation, 'The Military Dimen-
sion in Israeli-Latin American Relations"
(unavailable) has recently been submitted by
a Palestinian student, reliable data on the
subject are still unobtainable.12

It has been nearly impossible to procure
related Israeli documentation. The lack of
information may initially be seen as an os-
trich policy of "no comment," yet the silence
may also reflect some of the members of the
defense establishment's satisfied attitudes to-
ward Israel's exaggerated role. Their opinion
stems from the salesman's logic that busi-
ness breeds more business, and that is just
what they are after. Silence from Foreign
Ministry officials is often the combined re-
sult of an unawareness of complete military
transactions and a precept that it is often wise
not to document reactions to disclosures of
fact. Exasperated journalists have tried to
piece together miscellanea from non-Isreali
sources as well as unheralded comments by
unauthorized Israelis. Leading world news-
papers have carried analytical articles with a
remarkably Machiavellian bent regarding Is-
rael's activities in Central America, opting
for the worst possible scenario. Such atti-
tudes may lead to academic writings legiti-
mizing an incomplete and distorted picture.

Such speculations were made regarding
the visit of former Defense Minister Sharon
to Honduras on December 6, 1982, only two
days after President Reagan's departure from
Tegucigalpa. However, what is seen as a
logical result of a well planned follow-up,
appears to have been a personal act of an
unpredictable character. Sharon's journey
took place without prior consultation with
his colleagues and with only a last minute
announcement tc then Foreign Minister
Shamir. His trip may have been triggered by
the refusal of an official invitation to visit
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Washington in order to make himself visible
and relevant in the U.S. backyard. His visit
was resented by Israeli officials, may have
spoiled some incipient agreements and was,
by and large, of no consequence.

At the present initial stages, no definite
statements can be made without a more sus-
tained and long-term effort. Some general
trends can be discussed but great caution is
required. My initial reaction to the descrip-
tions of the Israeli concerted efforts in this
area was quite sceptical. No single respon-
sible source of authority within the govern-
ment seems connected with the events in
Central America. Israel's decision making
seems to be dominated by representatives of
the Defense Ministry and the industrial-mil-
itary complex, without any serious partici-
pation by the Foreign Ministry, the Knesset
or other elements which could present ad-
ditional considerations. No important cabi-
net decisions have been reported13 and the
traditional influence of the Defense Ministry
has dominated the area of arms transfer at
the highest level. The Foreign Ministry has
dealt exclusively with the areas of bilateral
and multilateral diplomacy in the region.
The Knesset has paid only marginal attention
to the issue with no committee monitoring
the transactions. Occasionally, opposition
members from the Zionist Left and the Com-
munists have criticized governmental policy.
Abba Eban and other members of the Labor
Alignment have openly expressed concern
regarding arms sales to Guatemala and El
Salvador. However, Labor Alignment was
not willing to sponsor an individual motion
by one of its members calling for a cessation
of sales. Pressure groups have not concerned
themselves publicly with this issue. The in-
dustrial-military complex clearly has a
vested interest in widening the markets for
arms exports. The position of the Histadrut
Confederation of Labor is rather ambivalent;
once critical of arms sales to Guatemala, it
has become an important partner in some of
the military industries. To date, no extra-
parliamentary opposition has taken a stand.
Israeli liberals and radicals alike seem to
have their hands full with domestic and

peace issues and they do not find policies
toward Central America of equal impor-
tance.

Israel's lack of interest concerning Latin
America is in contrast to the increasingly
prominent image of Israel in that region.
Dissension is manifest in the Latin American
area regarding Israel's relations with the
Arab countries and the Palestinians. Policies
in other areas, perhaps with the exception of
those with the United States, tend to be sub-
ordinated. The declining support in the
Western hemisphere may be the result of
Israel's growing isolation in the international
community, due to her autonomous decision
making (i.e., reunification of Jerusalem, an-
nexation of the Golan Heights, the Lebanon
War) and to the worldwide increase of Arab
influence. This trend, particularly significant
over the last decade, may also explain the
fading support traditionally given to Israel
by Latin American countries in the past.

Within this context we may analyze the
possible impact of Israel's specific bilateral
policies with Central American countries in
determining possible payoffs. It has been
fashionable to look at Begin's 1977 electoral
victory as a turning point in Israel. Subse-
quently, such attributes were given to its
policies towards Latin America. However,
the elements of continuity seem to have pre-
vailed over the elements of change. Yet there
are significant quantitative differences in
these relations which translate into qualita-
tively distinct traits.

ISRAEL'S INSTRUMENTS OF
FOREIGN POLICY IN
CENTRAL AMERICA

Traditionally, Israel's objectives in the re-
gion were within the diplomatic-political
realm. In the crucial days of the establish-
ment of Israel, when every vote counted, the
small Central American republics were the
object of sustained Zionist efforts. Zionist
emissaries working from the New York Jew-
ish Agency office established a wall-to-wall
committee for a Hebrew Palestine in each
country, and together with the tiny Jewish
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communities they successfully lobbied the
personalized regimes of the area.14 Through
persuasion and because of the post-Holo-
caust trauma, the Central American govern-
ments were supportive of Israel at discreet
levels at the United Nations, particularly
Guatemala under President Arevalo. The
role of Jorge Garvia Granados as a leading
figure in the United Nations Special Com-
mittee on Palestine (UNSCOP) was essential
in leading UNSCOP to endorse the Partition
Plan in 1947, which legitimized the creation
of a Jewish state. This was followed in 1949
by the Central American states' immediate
recognition of Israel's independence and an
overwhelmingly positive vote for its accep-
tance as a U.S. member. Israel's influence
declined gradually with the increase of the
twenty-one-Arab-member bloc at the United
Nations and the decrease of the proportion
of Latin Americans in the total membership
of the organization. The situation had dete-
riorated so extensively that the issue of fa-
vorable resolutions was no longer the con-
cern, but rather the extent of defeat facing
an avalanche of pro-Arab resolutions.
Hence, the main interest shifted from a mul-
tilateral to a bilateral level of relations.

For nearly two decades bilateral diplo-
matic relations were carried out by honorary
consuls chosen among the local Jewry and
an industrious roving ambassador. Although
Guatemala was the first country to move its
embassy to Jerusalem in 1955, Israeli am-
bassadors did not arrive in Central America
until a few years later.15 Bilateral ties were
most friendly, with all Israeli counterparts
establishing their missions in Jerusalem.
Even at the peak of such relations, no resi-
dent representatives were exchanged with
Nicaragua and Honduras. The limited net-
work abroad of diplomatic representation,
along with the necessary budget constraints,
of these two countries were not seen as jus-
tifying an additional embassy in Israel.

The repercussion of the 1981 Reunifica-
tion of Jerusalem Law provided a serious
setback to what was for years considered a
diplomatic success. Led by Venezuela,
twelve Latin American countries and the

Netherlands—the only embassies remaining
at that time in Jerusalem—reluctantly moved
their missions to Tel Aviv. A year later a
further deterioration occurred when Nicara-
gua's Sandinistas announced the break of
relations with Israel as a reaction to the war
in Lebanon. Efforts to reestablish the dip-
lomatic presence in Jerusalem are now un-
derway. Costa Rica and El Salvador are pro-
viding such leads despite Arab hostility and
threats.

With the polarization of political forces in
Central America and the increase of Israel's
presence in the area, what was in the past
considered to be a situation of seeking soli-
darity and support from these governments
towards Jerusalem has now turned into de-
mands of support and assistance for them-
selves. In such a situation, Jerusalem's di-
plomacy of traditional neutrality in regional
disputes has now sided with the pro-U.S.
camp. Efforts to keep options open were
undermined by a quick sympathetic reaction
from the Israeli ambassador in Washington
to the U.S.-sponsored landing in Grenada.
The ambassador, deluded by Israeli officials,
may have tilted a previous carefully balanced
statement of support for the Contadora ini-
tiative, issued at the request of some of the
governments involved. By 1983 Israel was
seen hand-in-hand with Washington as per-
ceiving common threats emanating from the
Grenada-Havana-Managua axis; as a result
it is now suggested that Israel is an active
ally of the United States in the area. Lately,
Israel's longstanding diplomatic relations
with Central America has hardly been men-
tioned. Since the coming into power of the
Sandinistas, arms transfer and security as-
sistance from Israel have been overemphas-
ized.

Israel has often been ranked as the seventh
arms exporter in the world. Its military and
electronic-related equipment exports have
been estimated as quadrupling between 1977
and 1981, reaching the total value of an
assessed 1 to 1.5 billion dollars. This figure
apparently decreased in 1983. From this
amount, Time magazine (March 28, 1983)
concluded that the sales to Central America
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for 1982 doubled from the previous year to
an expected $45-50 million. Although in the
last decade Israel has sold different types of
weaponry to every Central American country
(with the possible exception of Belize), 18
additional countries have also supplied arms
to the region. Within this context it is hard
to corroborate the statement that Israel (in
the last period of Somoza) supplied 98 per-
cent of Nicaragua's total military imports16

or the statement that "Israel was in fact the
main supplier of arms to at least six other
Latin American countries, and a principal
supplier to three more."17 As Israel's mili-
tary industry has not reached a total level of
self-sufficiency, how could it supply such a
high portion of the military needs of other
countries? In order to understand the nature
of Israel's military negotiations with Central
America, one must realize that Israel would
not refrain from selling arms to any regime,
whatever the political orientation of that re-
gime. Although Nicaragua, El Salvador, and
Guatemala are often purposely singled out,
one should not forget to mention Israeli mil-
itary transactions with China, the nationalist
reformist regime of General Velasco Alva-
rado in Peru and Allende's regime in Chile.
The national principle is that Israel should
make efforts to become less dependent of
other powers. Military equipment is partic-
ularly important in the context of the nearly
permanent state of war in the Middle East.
In a financially weak country, such a vast
industrial-military complex cannot survive
on a deficit basis. For an "economy of scale"
larger markets have to be found. There is
more access if a non-restricted policy is ob-
served.

Furthermore, the rapid arms race makes
modern weaponry obsolete in the Middle
East while it is still in use in other regions
of the world. Vast funds are required for
research and development of new weaponry
for which commitments could only be made
if future markets larger than Israel's were
considered. In addition, the many wars con-
tinually result in booties of arms which could
not always be easily integrated and adapted
to the needs of the Israel Defense Forces.

Finally, an elastic market is an important
requirement for an industry that, during time
of war may urgently need to expand in order
to serve domestic needs. Hence, sales with-
out preference to the type of regime can be
seen as the prevailing consideration.

However, if political gains can be ob-
tained as a bonus, they are not to be ignored.
Such was the case in September 1973 when
the first arms negotiation with El Salvador
preceded the announcement of the first ex-
change of embassies in Jerusalem and San
Salvador by half a year. Israel's neutral po-
sition in Central America was reinforced in
1975 when it concluded an arms agreement
with Honduras, the country which con-
fronted El Salvador in the 1969 "Soccer
War." In the polarized context of present day
Central America, arms supplies to only one
side clearly put Israel in the anti-communist
camp. At the same time, no limitations have
been imposed on countries with severe do-
mestic conflicts. As previously mentioned,
the opposition in the Knesset has spoken out
about the need to restrict arms sales to coun-
tries with a pattern of gross human rights
violations, but the test of the seriousness of
such instances can only be tested if a Labor-
oriented coalition prevails in the July elec-
tions.

In the last five years, one can discern a
tendency to look at Central America from a
strategic point of view, as an extension of a
continuous battlefield between Israel and the
Arab countries. Such an approach reached
its peak during the days of General Sharon
as Minister of Defense. An added dimension
was formulated in terms of helping "our al-
lies" to succeed in their struggle with the
Libyan-PLO partners in the region.

The more global strategic consideration of
taking into account U.S. policies in Central
America seems to be prevalent among many
Israeli cabinet ministers. Indirect benefits
may be obtained if military relations with
regimes in the region can be coordinated
with the Reagan administration. Israel is able
and willing to play a role in this area. In this
case, U.S. interests are narrowly defined in
the White House perspective and there is a
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need to overcome the limitations imposed on
them by Congress. This position emphasizes
the importance of a strategic alliance be-
tween Israel and the United States, espe-
cially if it provides better markets for Israeli
weaponry in Central America, while at the
same time Israel is being rewarded by Wash-
ington at the bilateral level. The attractions
of such an option seem, at least in the short
run, undeniable. However, a convergence of
interest may not always be possible. In the
past, the Carter administration put pressure
on the Begin government to stop arms deliv-
eries to Somoza and during the Falkland-
Malvinas War contradictory trends emerged
between Jerusalem and Washington. A cor-
ollary of this triangular conception will im-
plicitly create the expectation that such close
cooperation between Israel and the Reagan
administration over Central America may in-

elite, arms transfers have helped to save
Jewish lives. In Central America, the small
Nicaraguan Jewish community has practi-
cally disappeared, perhaps because of socio-
economic changes, but also possibly due to
the climate that arose from the hostile atti-
tude towards Israel. When guerrilla move-
ments in El Salvador and Guatemala threat-
ened individual members of the Jewish
communities, the allegation that Israel was
a major arms supplier to the ruling regimes
in those countries was mentioned. So far,
commercial considerations seem to have pre-
vailed. Arms are being supplied regardless
of the possible consequences concerning the
well-being of the recipient country's Jewish
community.

After having weighed possible consider-
ations in policy formulation towards arms
sales to Latin America, it may be worth

"In the polarized context of present day Central
America, arms supplies to only one side clearly put

Israel in the anti-communist camp."

duce some liberal segments of the Jewish
public and pro-Israeli congressmen to take a
second look at the region. It may also modify
their critical attitudes towards the adminis-
tration's hardline policies. Yet there is a risk
that the opposite situation may arise. Sym-
pathizers of Israel, found among liberal pub-
lic opinion in the United States, would be-
come alienated toward Israel rather than
change their attitudes about Central Amer-
ica.

Finally, a "Jewish" angle has been men-
tioned in regard to the repression in Ar-
gentina under military rule. Some in Israel
suggested that arms supplies to Argentina
should cease because of the probability that
such weapons could be used against innocent
civilians, among them a large Jewish contin-
gent. Others argued that due to the special
relationship developed with the military

mentioning that implementation has not nec-
essarily always followed such lines. Often,
to the embarrassment of the Defense Min-
istry, arms sales in the region go through too
many hands. The ministry has tried to put
an end, so far ineffectively, to unnecessary
intermediaries, agents and arms merchants,
and conduct business in a more centralized
way. Personal connections between retired
high-ranking Israeli officers and the generals
of the region have often determined the suc-
cess of a transaction. In addition, given the
prestige of the Israeli army, many former
officers have been traveling through Central
America offering their personal services as
anti-terrorist consultants, permanent advis-
ers, trainers, and even as simple bodyguards.
While the mercenary nature of these offers
should be stressed, the fact that their nation-
ality and background are Israeli raises the
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question of whether their unofficial presence
can be restricted by a purposeful official pol-
icy. Their presence blurs the line between
those who may be in charge of security as-
sistance on official assignment and other un-
planned adventures.

Arms sales have bypassed all figures of
normal commercial transactions in previous
years. Imports and exports to and from Cen-
tral America have been rather insignificant,
given the distance and traditional market ori-
entations of both sides. However, Israeli
commercial firms and private individuals
have started increasing business relations
mostly on a consultancy basis as well as
adding to infrastructural, training, water and
agricultural products by establishing per-
manent residence, particularly in Panama.
To a large extent, such developments char-
acterize Israel's recent presence, while the
number of experts in the field of technical
assistance sent through international coop-
eration projects is gradually shrinking. The
cutback is a result of the severe economic
problems of Israel, as well as the diminution
of international and inter-American funding.

A reduction of Israel's role in the area of
development was considered by many as un-
fortunate, particularly at a time when the
volume of military transfers has significantly
increased. The political payoffs due to the
presence of Israeli experts in different areas
of development could not be clearly calcu-
lated. However, the impact of experts in
rural and remote areas in small countries,
such as those in Central America, has cre-
ated sympathy toward Israel. Such trends
may now be revised with the emergency of
the Caribbean Basin initiative and the rec-
ommendations of the National Bipartisan
Commission on Central America led by
Henry Kissinger. Israel is hopeful that the
terms of strategic cooperation with the
United States will provide her with an im-
portant role to play in the area of economic
development in Central America. Mean-
while, large numbers of trainees continue to
come to Israel for such courses as coopera-
tivism, regional agriculture, and the role of
women.

Israel has used cultural, scientific and ac-
ademic ties with Central America in an effort
to maintain public sympathy. A flow of vis-
itors from the intellectual and artistic cir-
cles—prelates and lay leaders associated
with the Catholic church, trade union jour-
nalists and public opinion makers—has con-
tinuously been maintained. Exhibitions and
other forms of artistic expression have been
circulated in the region and steady exchanges
have been kept by a bilaterally coordinated
cultural institute in Jerusalem. No matter
how strongly the pragmatic dimension of
arms transfer is emphasized, it is still pos-
sible to find good friends of Israel among
many Central Americans who feel a com-
mitment to the cause of the Jewish people.

Of all the Central American states, Costa
Rica has provided the most support through-
out the years. Amity towards Israel resulted
from a common heritage of a large sector of
public opinion and leadership. Although
crossing party lines, traditional close ties
were initiated by President Figueres who saw
the 1948 Revolution coincide with the mak-
ing of the Jewish state. His Liberación Na-
cional party has since become particularly
close to Israel because of institutional links
with Israel's Labor Party through the So-
cialist International movement. In addition
to the interests expressed in new social ex-
periences, many policymakers in Costa Rica
have felt that a common bond unites them
because each is a democratic state within a
hostile and authoritarian environment. Con-
crete expressions of such a friendship were
evidenced in the support clearly shown by
Costa Rica at the United Nations and at the
bilateral level, often an isolated voice. On
the other hand, Israel reciprocated with ap-
proximately one hundred experts working in
different spheres of development aid, and
has also engaged in the recent training and
reorganizing of Costa Rica's national police.
This function became a priority given the
emergence of terrorism, mostly brought into
the country by substantial groups of various
exile factions. The United States is pre-
vented by law from training police personnel
in Latin America.
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A small but efficient (2000-3000) Jewish
community has been helpful in creating a
more positive attitude towards Israel. This
has been emphasized by the exceptional in-
fluence of important personalities such as the
Reverend Benjamin Nunez, whose central
position in Liberación Nacional and his at-
traction to Israel have enabled him to play a
major role, twice as ambassador to Israel, in
international governmental organizations,
and as a close advisor to President Monge.

Israel's relations with Nicaragua have be-
come controversial. Public debate reflects
the dichotomous view that each side blames
the other for the deterioration. Anastasio
"Tacho" Somoza facilitated the purchase of
weaponry by providing Nicaraguan docu-
ments to Israel's emissaries in Europe in
1948, the time of the United States arms
boycott to the fighting parties in the Middle
East. To connect this "debt of honor" to the
fact that Israel continued to supply arms to
his son until the last seems a trivial and
unconvincing argument. Under pressure
from the Carter administration, by July 1979
Israel had announced the cessation of arms
transactions. All supplies in transit came to
a halt. Despite word from Jerusalem, an
arms dealer from Mexico continued to sell
weapons until the very last moment, which
undoubtedly reinforced the negative reac-
tions of the Sandinistas. Nevertheless, one
should not take at face value that "Israeli
military aid to Somoza pushed the Sandinis-
tas into the PLO's arms.18 There has been
evidence of cooperation between the Sandi-
nista Front of National Liberation (FSNL)
and the PLO from as early as 1969. Refer-
ences are made to the Nicaraguan revolu-
tionaries joining the Palestinians in their
struggle against King Hussein during the
tragic "Black September" of 197019 as well
as anti-Israel terrorist acts. Since then, con-
tacts have been close, including the alleged
training of the guerrillas in Palestinian camps
in Lebanon. Hence, rather than explain the
deterioration of relations causally, it may be
more realistic to consider it as interaction in
a process of continuous escalation. Israeli

diplomats have attempted to present their
credentials to the Sandinista-controlled
junta, to no avail. By 1982, Managua offi-
cially severed all relations with Jerusalem.

Such a hostile Sandinista stand should not
come as a surprise since the PLO has made
strong inroads in Managua. An embassy
with over 50 members on its staff, the grant-
ing of a loan to Nicaragua, Arafat's visit
honoring the first anniversary of the dicta-
tor's overthrow, Palestinian training camps
for guerrilla warfare and Air Force pilots all
exemplify their presence in the country. In
addition, Libya has been active in transfer-
ring weaponry and large loans to the San-
dinistas which will also be diverted to other
revolutionary movements in Central Amer-
ica. There is no question that when adopting
a position towards Israel, the Nicaraguans
have more than a grudge regarding arms
sales to Somoza.

Israel's connections with the counter-
revolutionaries have been repeatedly referred
to by different sources. Allegedly, arms cap-
tured in the Lebanon War have been allo-
cated to the forces fighting against the San-
dinistas from the southern border. These
groups are associated with ARDE, the or-
ganization led by Eden Pastora, the legend-
ary "Commandante Zero." Israel's official
denial of such transfers is a departure from
the traditional policy of "no comment" and
may reflect its uneasiness regarding such an
operation. Denying supplies of such weap-
ons leaves the possibility of indirect trans-
actions or other subtle options. From a
Washington perspective, Israel's involve-
ment with the Contras, together with Brazil
and Venezuela, might have served as an al-
ternative source of weaponry at the time
when congressional scrutiny made covert
operations more difficult, or to make the
limited budget earmarked for the CIA more
flexible and divert it to not less destabilizing
ventures. From the Contras' angle, it may
have served the original purpose of denying
any direct connections with the CIA as well
as taking advantage of the captured Sandi-
nista weaponry and ammunition, now
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largely provided by the Soviet Union and
Cuba, and similar to those seized by Israel
in Lebanon.

From an Israeli official perspective, the
cost of the operation could be generously
compensated for by receiving larger amounts
of U.S. military aid as well as displaying
goodwill towards an administration which
has not enough room for maneuver south of
its border.

The issue of the 150-member Jewish com-
munity in Nicaragua has been blown out of
proportion by many Jewish organizations in
the United States. Numbers began to dwin-
dle after the 1972 earthquake, and the con-
troversy regarding the cause of the exodus
of those few remaining Jews after the revo-
lution again reveals the polarized nature of
the public debate. Whether Marxism or anti-
Semitism was the cause for their departure
may not necessarily relate to the question.
Without going into great depth, it may be
fair to assume that some decided to leave
and had their property confiscated because
of their links with the Somoza clan. Others
may have just followed because the socio-
economic changes were perceived as a threat
to their well-being. The last few may have
fled because the number of remaining Jews
was so small that it could no longer function
as a community.

According to a Palestinian source, "the
key to Israeli reliability as a U.S. surrogate
lies in the fact that Zionist interests in these
endeavors are equal to those of the United
States."20 On the other hand, as President
Reagan has stated, "It is no secret that the
same forces which are destabilizing the Mid-
dle East—the Soviet Union, Libya, the
PLO—are also working hand-in-glove with
Cuba to destabilize Central America..."21 Is
it necessary for Israel to be boxed into such
a dichotomy? For many in Jerusalem, this is
the unavoidable result of the facts estab-
lished in Central America by the Marxist-
Arab coalition. Within a two-camp strategic
vision, the Israeli policymakers may share
Jeane Kirkpatrick's differentiation between
the "communist totalitarians" and the "be-

nevolent authoritarian." Nowadays, the
Middle East and Central America provide
the best scenarios of Cold War polarization.
Alliances with superpowers are now intrins-
ically linked to the autochthonous roots of
the conflict within the region. Moreover, by
relinquishing an autonomous stand in Cen-
tral America, current policymakers in Israel
are undermining the very premise of in-
dependence that lies behind the main jus-
tification for a self-sufficient military
capability. Furthermore, the short-term
considerations of allying Israel with a party
currently involved in a highly divisive issue
may alienate some of the more devoted
American friends in political circles within
the Jewish community and the public-at-
large. Thus far most Jewish Congressmen
have continued to vote against President
Reagan's policy in Nicaragua and some have
specifically asked Israel not to undermine
such a stand. A wider interpretation of
American concerns in Central America could
shift the emphasis to cooperation in schemes
of economic development and technical as-
sistance, areas in which Israel possesses
unique qualifications.

The image of Israel's association with the
"pariah" states looks, over the last years,
more and more like a self-fulfilling proph-
ecy. Previous Israeli governments preferred
to highlight their relations with democratic
regimes in Latin America. By now, the
growing isolation of Israel within the inter-
national system plus the fact that right or
wrong, an automatic Eastern bloc Third
World majority has been assembled against
it, allows for a fatalistic view which will
inevitably denounce Israel for being in col-
lusion with such countries. Even if we no
longer discuss the cause and effect sequence
of the deterioration of Sandinista Nicaragua-
Israel relations, why should Israel unre-
morsefully accept a close association with
regimes that have been universally seen as
major violators of human rights, and as per-
petuators of political killings by the thou-
sands? Israel's danger regarding such a far-
reaching conclusion is that a short-term op-
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tion may have adverse results in the future.
The case of Nicaragua still remains open for
a hypothetical reassessment of Israel's alter-
nate options prior to the downfall of So-
moza.

The present Likud-led coalition seems rel-
atively satisfied with the results of the policy
in the area. Yet, the departure of General
Sharon from the defense portfolio may pro-
vide for a more cautious policy in terms of
direct involvement of Israeli personnel in the
region. Such changes, however, may be
marginal. If a Labor-led coalition is to be
formed, its leaders may have to reassess such
behavior. Although past Labor governments
have laid the groundwork for the develop-
ment of present policies in Latin America,
concern expressed within the ranks of the
party may lead to a réévaluation of the scope
of military relations. There might be a dif-
ference between a Likud and Labor govern-
ment—whereas the first has expressed an
unsolicited willingness to operate as a proxy
for the United States, the latter may not
volunteer such a predisposition. If ap-
proached by Washington, strategic cooper-
ation may be considered on a case-by-case
basis, with some reticence. Once more, it
should be stressed that the subject of Israeli-
Latin American relations has been a low
priority among decision makers which might
be an indication of more continuity versus
change. Yet if a hypothetical dramatic event
were to occur (i.e., the death of an Israeli
officer serving in a military function in the
region, a crisis concerning a Jewish com-
munity), that could produce a more salient
debate within Israeli political circles and the
general public.

Israel's industrial-military complex will
continue to be a strong input in decision-
making, transfers being overwhelmingly
guided by the drive to increase arms sales.
Such needs may be reinforced by Israel's
severe economic crisis, the priority of in-
creasing exports, facing a negative balance
of payments and a large foreign debt. Still,
prospects of arms transactions in Latin
America may diminish due to the unavaila-
bility of funds, a less restrictive American

policy of arms transfers often with better
financial terms, and the development of the
production of military equipment by the
large Latin American countries (Brazil and
Argentina). Such increased capabilities may
compete with Israeli exports to the region
and require even more innovative terms. The
emphasis can be put on better financial
terms, fringe political tradeoffs or additional
special training benefits for the recipient
countries.

The Arab offensive in Latin America may
influence the parameters of Israeli involve-
ment, although the drastic increase of activ-
ities of Arab countries and the PLO in the
region over the last decade may have reached
a plateau. Divisions among Arab countries
themselves with and within the PLO could
present obstacles for a more concerted and
intensive action in Central America. How-
ever, conflict and lack of unity have not
prevented a few of the more extreme and
activist forces from continuing, and even
escalating, their activities there.

Additionally, PLO losses in Lebanon or
changes in its leadership could lead to a
renewed involvement in terrorist worldwide
activities. Thus, an anti-terrorist policy co-
ordination between Israel and affected Latin
American regimes could be envisioned. We
have come full circle since the first days of
Israel's independence. The creation of the
Jewish state was forcefully sponsored by a
progressive regime in Guatemala under
growing accusations made under the influ-
ence of the "international communist move-
ment" and by 1954 out of power by a CIA-
sponsored invasion. Today, revolutionary
Nicaragua is perceived as one of Israel's
most bitter enemies. Interestingly, while the
State Department, during the first years, was
lobbying in the region against the Zionist
initiatives, it now seems that Israel is willing
to play a role in Central America which
coincides with the White House's designs.
Is that the result of changes within Israel,
Arab activities, Central America or the
world? The answer is, as in most cases, that
a combination of these factors has produced
the situation portraying Israel in a very con-
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troversial light. Jerusalem may have to take
into account the winds from the north, and
the currents of opinion south of the Rio
Grande, particularly given the trend towards
democratization in South America. Other-
wise, Israel may find itself in an isolated
position, in an area where traditional friend-
ship has produced long-term assets which
must be weighed against the immediate re-
turns.
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