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The US Army School of Americas (SOA/WHINSEC), based in Fort Benning, Georgia, trains Latin American security personnel in combat, counter-insurgency, and counter-narcotics. The problem is that typical insurgents include college students and professors, human rights workers, peasants, nuns, priests and labor union leaders. SOA/WHINSEC graduates have been responsible for some of the worst human rights abuses in Latin America. Before it was exposed, training manuals at this school advocated torture, extortion and execution. Now they offer a token human rights lesson in the curriculum. Among the SOA's nearly 60,000 graduates are notorious dictators Manuel Noriega and Omar Torrijos of Panama, Leopoldo Galtieri and Roberto Viola of Argentina, Juan Velasco Alvarado of Peru, Guillermo Rodriguez of Ecuador, and Hugo Banzer Suarez of Bolivia - all members of the SOA’s “Hall of Fame”. Other SOA graduates have participated in human rights abuses including the raping and killing of several nuns, the murder of priests and the El Mozote Massacre of 900 civilians most of whom were women and children. One of the most notorious graduates was Major Roberto D’Aubuisson, death squad leader, who personally ordered the assassination of Archbishop Oscar Romero.

The SOA Watch is an organization that tracks activities of the SOA, It is directed by Father Roy Bourgeois, a Maryknoll priest, Vietnam combat veteran and a person of high integrity. Several years ago he a handful of protesters put on a demonstration at Ft. Benning to raise consciousness about this school. Since then up to 20,000 people have shown up each year to call for its demise. Numerous churches have come out against it, and just a few weeks ago, a vote in congress saved the school by only 6 votes.  

In an attempt to deflect public criticism and disassociate the school from its dubious reputation, the SOA was renamed the Western Hemisphere Institute for Security Cooperation (WHINSEC) in 2001. The name change was a result of a Department of Defense proposal included in the Defense Authorization Bill for Fiscal 2001, at a time when SOA opponents were poised to win a congressional vote on legislation that would have dismantled the school. The name-change measure passed when the House of Representatives defeated a bi-partisan amendment to close the SOA and conduct a congressional investigation by a 

narrow ten-vote margin.  

Colonel Glenn R. Weidner, Commandant of SOA/WHINSEC, in a article entitled “Critics unfairly portray School of the Americas” defended the school on the grounds that “For over 50 years, American soldiers at the school have worked with their foreign counterparts to improve the professionalism of militaries in the hemisphere, not teach criminal conduct...We have never taught or encouraged criminal conduct...The atrocities of the few were committed despite training provided at the School of the Americas, not because of it.  The measure of success is not necessarily the number of graduates who, for whatever reason, failed their training, but in the number who did not.That impressive statistic reflects a glass that is far more than 99 percent full”.

The SOA Watch has a different version and that is, “Every time a human rights report comes from  Latin America, SOA graduates are "front and center." For example, over 2/3 of  the Salvadoran officers cited by the United Nations Truth Commission Report for human rights abuses are SOA graduates. Over 50% of the Colombian officers cited in a definitive  human rights report on Colombia are SOA graduates, and 40% of the cabinet members under three brutal Guatemalan dictatorships were SOA graduates. It’s not just a "few  bad apples"

(see “Talking Points” at http://www.soaw.org/article.php?id=115). Even one of the former instructors of the the school, Major Joseph Blair, an Army veteran for 20 years, with 2 tours in Vietnam, advocates closing the SOA. A Boston Globe editorial on 7-31-99 entitled 'Schools of the Assassins' stated the following:

“Since the CIA masterminded a coup against the government of Guatemala in 1954, the human  rights record of the United States in Latin America has too often been a shameful one. One of the most notorious symbols of this is the Army's School of the Americas, which trains Latin American soldiers. It ought to have been closed long ago, and a proposal sponsored by Representative J. Joseph Moakley and approved in the House this week will, it is to be hoped, bring that day closer”. 

As the U.S. gradually gives up its quest for empire, and the world grows increasingly democratic, there will be no place for an institution like SOA/WHINSEC. It represents oppression and terrorism, and is a relic of the cold war. The very thought that such an institution is contributing to democracy in Latin America is so blatantly absurd that it reminds me of what a priest from Pax Christi once said: “If you tell a lie, it should be a big one because it is more likely 

to believed than a small one”.  

I urge readers to become informed about this school by looking at the official school web site at https://www.infantry.army.mil/WHINSEC/ and at the SOA Watch web site at http://www.soaw.org/  

