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JANUARY IS A WELL BALANCED AND RESTRAINED TREATMENT OF THE
IMPROVEMENTS MADE BY THE SALVADORAN ARMED FORCES OVER THE LAST
“IWO YEARS. SOME CREDIT IS GIVEN TO USG AID WHILE SOME PORTIONS
OF ‘THE ARTICLE DEAL WITH THE INCREASED PROFESSIONALISM OF
SALVADORAN TROOPS AND THEIR COMMANDERS.

2. ARTICLE QUOTES A RECENT STATEMENT BY AN EXPATRIATE REBEL
LEADER DEPLORING THE EFFECTIVENESS OF THE IMMEDIATE REACTION
BATTALIONS.

TITLE: SALVADORAN ARMY: BIGGER, TOUGHER
PUBLICATION: THE WASHINGTON POST

DATE: JANUARY 28, 1985

AUTHOR: EDWARD CODY, WASHINGTON POST FOREIGN SERVICE

SAN SALVADOR--IT WAS LATE 1982. A FAT NONCOM, HIS SWEAT-
STAINED SHIRT STRAINING AT ITS BUTTONS ATOP DIRTY FATIGUES,
AWAKENED FROM AN AFTERNOON SNOOZE AND APPROACHED TRAVELERS ON THE
EDGE OF GUERRILLA TERRITORY IN EASTERN EL SALVADOR. HE STOOD
UNSHAVEN, GROGGY AND GLOWERING AS TWO AWKWARD RECRUITS SEARCHED
THE CAR. BOTH SHOWED SIGNS OF EMBARRASSMENT AT THE IMAGE OF
TORPOR AND MISDIRECTED MENACE IN THE COUNTRY'S HOTTEST WAR ZONE.

IT IS MORE THAN TWO YEARS LATER NOW. LEAN SOLDIERS WITH
RIVULETS OF PERSPIRATION ON THEIR COPPER CHEEKS PAUSE FROM A
PATROL OF EL SALVADOR'S NORTHERN TRUNK HIGHWAY. BECAUSE OF THEIR
REPEATED MARCHES, THE ROAD REMAINS BUSY DESPITE GUERRILLA EFFORTS
TO CLOSE IT OFF.

A TRAVELER REMARKS THAT THEIR BLACK HEADBANDS, EMBLAZONED IN
GOLD WITH "SAN CARLOS BATTALION" MAKE THEM LOOK GOOD. THEY SMILE
WITH WHAT LOOKS LIKE PRIDE AND ONE ANSWERS: "THAT IS BECAUSE WE
REALLY ARE GOOD. WE'RE THE BEST."

THE CONTRAST BETWEEN TWO CHANCE ENCOUNTERS COINCIDES WITH
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MORE FORMAL MEASURES OF THE DISTANCE COVERED BY THE ARMY

HERE IN THE PAST TWO YEARS. WITH MUCH U.S. PRODDING AND MONEY,
THE SALVADORAN ARMED FORCES HAVE UNDERGONE SWEEPING CHANGES IN
SIZE, WEAPONRY, TRAINING AND PROFESSIONALISM.

SALVADORAN OFFICERS AND THEIR U.S. ADVISERS CONTEND THAT THE
TRANSFORMATION HAS GIVEN THE ARMY THE UPPER HAND IN ITS FIVE-YEAR
WAR WITH LEFTIST INSURGENTS. OTHER, LESS COMMITTED OBSERVERS
RECALL THAT SUCH CLAIMS HAVE BEEN MADE BEFORE, ONLY TO TURN OUT
WRONG IN THE SHIFTING CYCLE OF BATTLE HERE.

IN OCTOBER 1982, FOR EXAMPLE, THE THEN-DEFENSE MINISTER,
GEN. JOSE GUILLERMO GARCIA, SAID THE REBEL MOVEMENT WAS IN ITS
"DEATH THROES." SEVERAL MONTHS LATER, THE REAGAN ADMINISTRATION
WAS PREDICTING GARCIA'S ARMY COULD FALL APART UNLESS IT RECEIVED
EMERGENCY AID TO COMBAT A DEVASTATING GUERRILLA OFFENSIVE.

THE CURRENT ARMY-UP CYCLE HAS LASTED FOR MORE THAN A YEAR,
HOWEVER, MAKING IT THE LONGEST OF THE WAR. THE LAST PROLONGED
GUERRILLA OFFENSIVE, IN THE FALL OF 1983, CAME TO A CLIMACTIC END
WITH A BLOODY ATTACK ON THE EL PARAISO ARMY GARRISON. SINCE
THEN, REBEL FORCES HAVE NOT MOUNTED A SUSTAINED SERIES OF
ATTACKS.

ARMY FORCES WERE HIT HARD ON AT LEAST TWO OCCASIONS LAST
YEAR-~AT THE CERRON GRANDE DAM LAST JUNE AND THE VILLAGE OF EL
SALTO LAST DECEMBER--BUT TROOPS OTHERWISE HAVE CARRIED THE WAR TO
THE GUERRILLAS.

AS A RESULT, U.S. MILITARY ADVISERS AND DIPLOMATS HERE HAVE
SLIPPED INTO A CAUTIOUSLY OPTIMISTIC TONE THEY PREVIOUSLY AVOIDED
FOR FEAR OF LATER APPEARING FOOLISH. WHATEVER THE LONG-TERM
WISDOM OF THEIR NEW CONFIDENCE, THE ARMY THEY ARE ASSESSING HAS
EXPANDED DRAMATICALLY.

FROM 7,000 MEN IN 1981, THE SALVADORAN ARMY, AIR FORCE AND
NAVY HAVE SWOLLEN TO ABOUT 30,000 NOW. 1IN ADDITION, PARAMILITARY
SECURITY FORCES IN THE NATIONAL GUARD, THE TREASURY POLICE AND
THE NATIONAL POLICE HAVE INCREASED TOC NEARLY 20,000, MEANING
ALMOST 50,000 SALVADORANS ARE IN UNIFORM, ACCORDING TO U.S. AND
SALVADORAN MILITARY SOURCES.

THIS MEANS THE ARMED FORCES ARE WITHIN REACH OF THE 10-TO-1
RATIO THAT CLASSIC MILITARY DOCTRINE SAYS IS NECESSARY TO DEAL
WITH GUERRILLA OPPONENTS. ALTHOUGH U.S. OFFICIALS IN WASHINGTON
PUT REBEL STRENGTH AT UP TO 12,000, PARTICULARLY IN AID REQUESTS
TO CONGRESS, PRESIDENT JOSE NAPOLEON DUARTE ESTIMATES THEIR

LNUMBER AT 4,000 TO 5,000, AND GEN. ADOLFO BLANDON, THE ARMY CHIEF

OF STAFF, PUTS IT AT. A MAXIMUM OF 7,000.

THE EXPANSION OF THE ARMY FORCES HAS BEEN FUELED BY A
SIMILARLY DRAMATIC INCREASE IN U.S. MILITARY AID. SINCE $35
MILLION IN FISCAL 1981, WHEN PRESIDENT REAGAN TOOK OFFICE,
MILITARY AID HERE HAS LEAPED TO $196 MILLION LAST YEAR.

THE ADMINISTRATION, SEEKING TO CONTINUE THE HIGH MILITARY
AID LEVELS, HAS REQUESTED $132 MILLION FOR FISCAL 1985 BUT HAS
BEGUN DISCUSSIONS WITH CONGRESS ON A POSSIBLE INCREASE. IN
ADDITION, U.S. OFFICIALS SAY, DUARTE'S PUBLIC RELATIONS EFFORTS
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WITH CONGRESS SINCE HIS ELECTION LAST MAY HAVE REDUCED
LEGISLATIVE RESISTANCE TO SUSTAINED AID APPROPRIATIONS, MAKING
MILITARY SPENDING AND PLANNING MORE EFFICIENT.

THE CONSISTENT AID FLOW HAS FINANCED SHARPLY IMPROVED
WEAPONRY. UNDER A $32 MILLION EMERGENCY MILITARY AID PACKAGE
SENT BY EXECUTIVE ORDER LAST SPRING, FOR EXAMPLE, THE ARMY HAS
ACQUIRED ENOUGH HOWITZERS TO EQUIP EACH BATTALION WITH AN
ARTILLERY SQUAD, MILITARY SOURCES POINT OUT.

PERHAPS MOST SIGNIFICANTLY, THE SWIFT AID JUMP LAST YEAR
PAID FOR MCORE THAN A DOUBLING OF THE HELICOPTER FLEET, FROM 18 TO
ABOUT 40. 1IN A RECENT BATTLE IN SAN VICENTE PROVINCE, A 200-MAN
RESCUE FORCE WAS AIRLIFTED ABOARD 20 HUEY HELICOPTERS SWOOPING
DOWN SIMULTANEOUSLY AT DAWN TO CONFRONT GUERRILLA ATTACKERS WHO
HAD PINNED DOWN AN ARMY COLUMN.

THE 140~MAN ARMY UNIT HAD HELD OUT THROUGH THE NIGHT UNTIL
THE HELICOPTER RESCUE LARGELY BECAUSE OF SUPPORT FIRE FROM TWO
C47 GUNSHIPS, EACH EQUIPPED WITH THREE .50-CALIBER MACHINE GUNS,
NIGHT VISION DEVICES AND SOPHISTICATED EQUIPMENT THAT ALLOWS THE
PILOT TO CONCENTRATE UP TO 2,700 ROUNDS A MINUTE ON A TARGET.

THE AIR FORCE SUPPORT THAT NIGHT "WAS SO IMPORTANT TO SAVE
THAT UNIT," SAID LT. COL. RICARDO CIENFUEGOS, THE DEFENSE
MINISTRY SPOKESMAN. A THIRD SUCH GUNSHIP IS AWAITED. SALVADORAN
COMMANDERS ARE THINKING OF ADDING A FOURTH MACHINE GUN TO THEM
LATER, A KNOWLEDGEABALE SOURCE SAID, BRINGING TOTAL FIREPOWER TO
3,600 ROUNDS A MINUTE PER GUNSHIP.

UNTIL LAST YEAR, THE SALVADORAN AIR FORCE OFFERED NO SUCH
NIGHT SUPPORT. ITS SIX A37 DRAGONFLY WARPLANES LONG HAVE BEEN
DROPPING 500- AND 750-POUND BOMBS ON GUERRILLA AREAS. BUT THEY
ARE MOSTLY LIMITED TO DAYLIGHT FLIGHTS.

IN ADDITION, THE RAPID GROWTH OF THE HELICOPTER FLEET HAS
GIVEN THE ARMY A REACTION CAPABILITY IT NEVER ENJOYED BEFORE.
OR THE FIRST TIME, THE IMMEDIATE-REACTION BATALLIONS ARE
REACTING IMMEDIATELY," COMPLAINED A REBEL OFFICIAL IN A RECENT
INTERVIEW OUTSIDE EL SALVADOR.

REBEL OFFICIALS SAY U.S. INTELLIGENCE PLANES, INCLUDING
MOHAWK RECONNAISSANCE CRAFT OPERATING FROM HONDURAS, ALSO HAVE
MADE A CRITICAL DIFFERENCE SINCE THE BEGINNING OF LAST YEAR.
SWIFT RELAY OF INFORMATION GATHERED BY THE PLANES ENABLES
SALVADORAN COMMANDERS TO RECEIVE WORD ALMOST IMMEDIATELY WHEN A
GUERRILLA CONCENTRATION IS SPOTTED.

BEYOND THE EQUIPMENT, HOWEVER, IS A SHIFT MORE DIFFICULT TO
MEASURE, THE CHANGE FROM THE SLOVENLY SOLDIER ENCOUNTERED IN 1982
TO THE TRIM TROOPS SEEN GUARDING A DISPUTED HIGHWAY THIS MONTH.
MILITARY OBSERVERS ATTRIBUTE THE DIFFERENCE TO EXTENSIVE U.S.
TRAINING AND SWEEPING CHANGES IN THE ARMY COMMAND.

FOR CRUZ FIGUEROA, A SOLDIER IN THE FOURTH BRIGADE'S COBRA
BATALLION, THE DIFFERENCE CAME HOME WHEN COL. AIGIFREDO OCHOA
TOCOK OVER AS BRIGADE COMMANDER LAST FALL. UNDER OCHOA, FIGUEROA
SAID DURING A CONVERSATION IN THE EILL TOWN OF LA PALMA, THE
COBRA BATTALION HAS BEEN SPENDING MARKEDLY MORE TIME WALKING ON
PATROL THROUGH THE HILLS OF CHALATENANGO PROVINCE.
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IN EXCHANGE, HE SMILED, THE BATTALION HAS BEEN GETTING MORE
TIME OFF "TO GO VISIT THE GIRLS." A 20-DAY OPERATION THROUGH THE
HILLS AND VILLAGES AROUND LA PALMA USUALLY EARNS A FIVE-DAY
LEAVE, HE SAID.

IN ADDITION, EACH SOLDIER HAS RECEIVED THREE UNIFORMS
INSTEAD OF ONE, ALONG WITH ORDERS TO KEEP THEM CLEAN, FIGUEROA
SAID. "THINGS ARE BETTER ORGANIZED NOW," HE DECLARED. "I THINK
WE ARE WINNING THE WAR."

WHATEVER THE ACCURACY OF HIS BOAST, FIGUEROA'S ATTITUDE
CONTRASTS WITH THE RETICENCE AND TENTATIVENESS THAT OFTEN
CHARACTERIZED UNITS IN THE PAST.

A COLUMN SENT IN TO RECAPTURE A VILLAGE OCCUPIED BY
GUERRILLAS 18 MONTHS AGO, FOR EXAMPLE, WAS SEEN SPENDING HALF AN
HOUR BUYING CANDY AND ANOTHER HOUR WAITING QOUT A RAIN BEFORE
MOVING UP THE HILL TOWARD THE DISPUTED VILLAGE. WALKING SLOWLY
UNTIL DUSK CAME ON, THE UNIT PULLED BACK FOR THE NIGHT AND MADE
IT INTO THE VILLAGE ONLY THE NEXT MORNING--AFTER THE GUERRILLAS
HAD HARANGUED THE POPULATION, BURNED VOTING REGISTRATION RECORDS
AND FADED AWAY.

"IT HASN'T BEEN A LACK OF KNOWLEDGE OF WHAT TO DO, " A
FOREIGN MILITARY OBSERVER SAID. "IT HAS BEEN A LACK OF THE
REQUISITE LEADERSHIP DOWN THERE AT THE PLATOON LEVEL TO MAKE IT
HAPPEN."

MILITARY SOURCES SAY THE COMMAND CHANGES STARTED SEVERAL
MONTHS AFTER GARCIA WAS PRESSURED OUT AS DEFENSE MINISTER IN THE
SPRING OF 1983. SINCE GEN. CARLOS EUGENIO VIDES CASANOVA TOOK
OVER, ALL BRIGADE COMMANDERS EXCEPT ONE HAVE BEEN REPLACED, THEY
POINT OUT, ALONG WITH KEY GENERAL STAFF OFFICERS.

"THE LEADERSHIP IS NOW BEGINNING TO CATCH UP WITH THE FORCE
EXPANSION, " THE MILITARY OBSERVER SAID. HE UNDERLINED, FOR
EXAMPLE,. THAT THE NUMBER OF MILITARY SCHOOL CADETS, WHO SERVE AS

THE ARMY'S LINE OFFICERS HAS SHOWN A "DRAMATIC INCREASE" TO ABOUT
2,000

SALVADORAN OFFICERS HAVE A LONG TRADITION OF POLITICAL
INVOLVEMENT, HOWEVER. AS A RESULT, DIPLOMATIC SOURCES WARN THAT
IT IS TOO EARLY TO JUDGE WHETHER THE PRESENT EMPHASIS ON MILITARY
PROFESSIONALISM WILL LAST. OCHOA, FOR EXAMPLE, MUTINIED TWO
YEARS AGO TO DEMAND GARCIA'S OUSTER, AND NOW IS CITED AS A CRACK
COMMANDER BY U.S. AND SALVADORAN MILITARY OFFICIALS.
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