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G.. DUTY IN PANAMA

Troops Blocked 2 Routes
at Request of Rebels,
White House Says

By STEPHEN ENGELBERG
Specialto The New York Times

WASHINGTON, Oct. 5 — Senior Ad-
ministration officials said today that
the American military had played a
greater role in the Panamanian upris-
ing than it had previously acknowl-
edged.

White House officials also said the
Bush Administration’s team per-

"7 Thé'New York Times/Jose R. Lopez f o .
]ohn H. Sununu ordered a study ormed badly "3 a ma!jor test, pgtmg
of how the Panama coup was that the top foreign policy and military
handled by United States officials. officials were never called together to

discuss the attempted coup against
,Gen. Manuel Antonio Noriega, the
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the White House chief of staff, ordered
a study of how the Panama coup was
handled. [Page All.]

Moreover, there was continued criti-
cism on Capitol Hill of the Administra-
tion’s decision not to help the rebels
more. That led to mutual recrimina-
tions between the Administration and
members of Congress, like Senator
Jesse Helms, Republican of North
Carolina.

Noriega Was Belleved Captive

Although many facts remain in dis-
pute, officials said it was now accepted
that General Noriega was in fact held
prisoner by the rebels for between two
and four hours during the coup Tues-
day. On Wednesday, officials in Wash-
ington said they were not certain he
had been a prisoner. Senator Helms
said the United States lost its chance at
getting the general because of the con-
fusion and because it did not respond to
a rebel appeal for military support in
apprehending him.

In Panama tonight, armed men at-
tacked the opposition party headquar-
ters hours after General Noriega sig-
naled a sweeping crackdown and oppo-
sition figures were detained. {Page
Al0.)

One important new disclosure sur-

rounding the coup was that two days
after President Bush declared publicly
that it was not an American operation,
Administration officials said United
States Army troops in Panama had
moved at the request of the rebels to
‘block two routes that the rebels sus-
pected would be used by forces loyal to
the general. In earlier reports of the
iroadblocks, American officials had
said the intention was merely to pro-
.tect American lives and property.
i The officials said the roadblock
‘failed because a third road eventually
'used by General Noriega’s loyal troops
was not blocked.

The White House was on the defen-
sive today as Senator Helms derided
the Administration as ‘Keystone
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Kops” who displayed a “total lack of
planning.”

Defense Secretary Dick Cheney, in
an interview in his office, said, ‘“That is
crazy, in my humble opinion.”

Mr. Cheney said the White House had
“made a conscious decision’” not to
confront the Noriega forces actively
because officials did not see any cir-
cumstances under which they would
have seized General Noriega without
going to war with an element of the
Panamanian Defense Forces.

Earlier, Mr. Cheney called Senator
Helms’s account ‘‘a bunch of hog-
wash."”

Since Mr. Bush earlier this year had
publicly invited Panama’s military to
oust General Noriega and turn him
over to the United States, the accusa-
tions of bungling, if true, could lead to
the Administration’s first major for-
eign policy embarrassment.

In assailing the Administration, Mr.
Helms provided an account of events
that sharply conflicted with virtually
every statement by Administration
spokesmen in the last two days.

Although Mr. Cheney and other offi-
cials disputed Mr. Helms's account,
several Administration policymakers
acknowledged that there was some va-
lidity to his general point that the White
House had not handled the rebellion
properly.

White House officials said they
lacked sufficient procedures to man-
age the fast-moving crisis, and they
noted that at no time did all top nation-
al-security officials meet in one place
to discuss strategy.

Feverish Round of Meetings

The accusations by Mr. Helms, pre-
sented in a speech on the Senate floor,
plunged the White House into a fever-
ish round of meetings, and Mr. Sununu
met with senior aides to Mr. Helms.

The principal issue in dispute be-
tween Senator Helms and the White
House is whether the rebels ever of-
fered to turn General Norjega over to
the American authorities, Mr. Helms
asserted that at 9 A.M. Tuesday, the
rebel officers told an American gen-
eral that while they lacked the fire-
power to deliver the general, they in-
vited the United States to fight its way
into the compound and apprehend him.

The Administration, with Mr. Cheney
‘as its spokesman, has said the rebels
refused to turn over General Noriega
and wanted instead to permit him to
live peacefully in internal exile in
Panama. According to the Administra-
tion version, that exchange took place
later in the coup, about 11:30 P.M.
Panamanian time on Tuesday.
Panama is one hour behind Washing-
ton.

An Administration official with ac-
cess to extensive reporting on the issue
said the discrepancy probably
stemmed from missed communica-
tions among the military, intelligence
and diplomatic officials in Panama.

‘Won’t’ Became ‘Want’

That official said the rebels had told
military officers in the Army's South-
ern Command that they “won’t’” turn
General Noriega over. That was accu-
rately relayed to Pentagon officials in
Washington. Meanwhile, the Southern
Command told the embassy in Panama
of that information, which was misun-

derstood as their suggesting that the
rebels “want”’ to turn him over.

That fact was reported to the State
Department and Central Intelligence
| Agency simultaneously, prompting the
State Department to call a hurried
meeting with Government lawyers to
. consider such a step.
| Minutes later, the coup collapsed.
| One official attributed the confusion
to the fact that most of the communica-
tions among American officials were
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by telephone, and that connections
| were poor because Noriega loyalists in-
termittently interfered with the lines.

A few hours later, C.I.A. representa-
| tives were in Congress briefing mem-
bers of the Congressional intelligence
committees with the agency’s version
of events, which was that the rebels
were prepared to hand over General
Noriega.

Officials said the C.L.A. briefings,
which contradicted the White House
version of events, contributed to the
storm of outrage from Mr. Helms and
other Noriega critics, such as Senator
David L. Boren, Democrat of Okla-
homa and chairman of the Senate Intel-
ligence Committee, and Senator John
Kerry, Democrat of Massachusetts.

The pressure prompted Administra-
tion officials to elaborate on their ac-

officials said American representa-
tives in Panama City were tipped off
late Sunday night that the rebels
planned a coup on Monday morning.

Officials said the leaders of the coup
asked that the United States block the
gate to Fort Amador, a Panamanian-
American base that is home to the
Panamanian Defense Forces’ Fifth
Company, and a road near Howard Air
Force Base that it was believed the
Seventh Company would cross if they
sought to reinforce the rebels.

An Administration official said the
rebels had been asked whether such
American help was a prerequisite to
undertaking a coup. “They said no,
we'll go ahead anyway, but this would
be helpful,” the official said.

No Aim to Seize Noriega

The plan, as related by the rebel offi-
i cers, was to declare a coup and then
wait to see how many units rallied to
each side. ‘“They said their objective
was not to capture Noriega,”” an Ad-
ministration official said.
“They were just planning to an-
nounce that various senior officers had
i been retired,” the official said.
According to Mr. Cheney, senior
| American officials had been prepared
on Sunday to put the American forces
into position to cut the two roads but
| did not decide to go ahead until Mon-
day.
| Early Tuesday, American forces
" moved into position at Fort Amador
| and Howard Air Force Base. The coup
| began at 7 A.M. Panamanian time, and
the Fifth Company, in Fort Amador,
| made no move to mobilize its forces. At
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tions before the coup. Administration |

11 AM, the United States Army
blocked the Amador gates.

An American official said that
though the plan had not called for Gen-
eral Noriega’s capture, the rebels “for-
tuitously” seized him in the Defense
Forces headquarters and held him for
several hours.

The Pentagon said the road near the
Air Force base was blocked at 12:59.

Mr. Helms insisted that in a conver-
sation at 9 A.M. the rebels invited the
Americans to take General Noriega off
their hands. At 9:30, Senator Helms
said he received a call from Panama-
nian opposition figures who wanted
Washington to block the road from the
Tocumen Airport to the General Head-
guﬁirters, where the general was being

eld.

Senator Helms said he called the
White House and was told that high-
level officials were all involved in
meetings with visitors like Dmitri T.
Yazov, the Soviet Defense Minister, or
President Carlos Salinas de Gortari of
Mexico.

Within hours, General Noriega had
flown his forces to the airport, then had
them move over the bridge the rebels
had asked to be blocked.




