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' Geopolitical "Faults" in the West Coast Region

Relations among Bolivia, Chile, Ecuador, and Peru have
become increasingly tense since the mid-1970's.

~~The balance of military forces has shifted, and Chile
now appears vulnerable to attack by Peru to recover
territory and/or honor lost in the War of the
Pacific (1879-83).

~-Ecuador fears that Peru will seize its northeastern
oil fields.

-=-Bolivian politicking for the long-held national goal
of gaining a corridor to the sea has increased
tension, and Bolivia remains obsessed by imagined
- threats to its territory arlslng from any future
Peru—Chlle confllct.

R Interstate tensions are no novelty in West Coast affairs.
" Geopolitically as well as geologically, the West Coast is an
" earthquake zone. The last "big shock" was the War of the
Pacific. But since then the region has experienced tremors,
e.g., the Maranon War (1941-42) fought by Ecuador and Peru,
the struggle over the Leticia Territory between Colombia and
Peru (1932-33), crises in Chile-Peru relations during drawn-
out negotiations in the aftermath of the War of the Pacific

. for a Tacna-Arica settlement (reached in 1929), the Rio Lauca
“ dispute between Bolivia and Chile (since 1962), and Bolivia's
efforts to gain sovereign access to the sea (renewed since
1974). Only the Leticia dispute has been deflnltlvely
~settled. : : .

All four countries are hyper-reactive and inclined to
guarrel with or be suspicious of their immediate neighbors.
As a group, located away from the main world trade routes,
they are rather isolated and lack resources that might draw
. them into the mainstream and out of an excessive preoccupa-

.. -tion with each other. Bolivia and Ecuador, particularly,

are given to waves of excessive fear-—-at times amounting to
__ hear paranoia--over the alleged aggressxve designs of
"~ neighboring states.
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After World War II, US diplomaéy helped allay tensions
when they threatened to build up. As US influence in the
‘region has declined, and rising nationalism has inspired

more assertive policies, old tensions have revived.

Peru, the Dynamic Force

Under the leadership of what came to be known as the
"earthquake generation" of military officers, Peru after
1968 rapidly evolved from a generally passive role in inter-
national affairs to become the leading actor in the West
Coast region, a figure on the Third World stage, and a vocal
member of the non-aligned movement. In. the process, it
began to see new challenges and opportunities in external
affairs, to assert new interests, and to develop new capa-=
bilities. Peru's actions during the past several years have
raised the possibility of another "hig shock" in the form of
armed conflict. '

Peruvian Purchases of Soviet Arms. 1In the early 1970's
the Allende regime seemed to be evolving toward a Marxist-
style government that with Soviet aid could build up Chile's
military forces and threaten its neighbors. The Chilean
military rebuffed the Soviets, and they turned to Peru,
probably by early 1973. After the fall of Allende (if not
before), the Peruvian military saw an opportunity for their

- country to gain uncontested supremacy on the West Coast and

~ to achieve a national prestige that would compensate for a
century of humiliation at the hands of Chile. ‘

Peru has established a clear arms superiority over

" chile since 1973 thanks to generous Soviet aid. Over half

" of the $1 billion in arms ordered by Peru since 1973 has

. peen procured from the USSR. Ground force equipment is now

' predominantly soviet-supplied, including about 300 medium
tanks, field and anti-~aircraft artillery, surface-to-air
missile systems, radar, 30 Mi-8 helicopters, and plentiful
supplies of ammunition. Ground force acquisitions have been
used in part to build up army units along Peru's southern
border with Chile. Except for six Soviet helicopters

" acquired in November 1972, the air force bought from Western
suppliers until July 1976.° Then, even as the regime came

_more firmly under control of military moderates, the air

‘force purchased 36 SU-22 supersonic fighter-bomber aircraft,.

‘which are scheduled to be delivered during 1977. The Soviet
advisory presence in Peru--some 60 military technicians--
will continue to grow during 1977. As many as 50 technicians
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will be involved with the assembly and maintenance of the
SU~22's, and additional personnel will be needed to service
missile and radar systems now arriving in Peru.

Peru's arms purchases from the Soviets have been nego-
tiated in a covert manner, admitted only after delivery has
been effected if concealment is no longer possible or, as
in the case of the SU-22's, after the transaction has been
widely publicized. Peru has justified these arms acquisi-
tions as simply acceptance of the most advantageous deals
being offered by foreign suppliers to replace and modernize
obsolete equipment. The government has denied that it is

. doing more than modernizing the armed forces. ‘

' Conciliatory Diplomacy. Since January 1974, Peru has
periodically appealed to neighboring states to join with it
in adopting arms control measures. It has also sought to

appear responsive to Chilean proposals to grant Bolivia a
corridor to the sea through former Peruvian territory just
south of the border with at least seemingly positive initia-
tives of its own. Since August 1975, under President

 Morales Bermudez, Peru has been very active in diplomatic
efforts to convince old friends and possible critics in the
hemisphere that Peru's goals are peaceful and not threaten-
ing its neighbors. It has also taken the initiative in an
exchange of visits with Chile which is due to culminate in
a trip by Morales Bermudez to Chile later this year.

Despite these efforts, Peru has not succeeded in per-
suading its neighbors to accept the change in relative
" military positions as a fait accompli. It is in effect
trying to reconcile the irreconcilable, as is illustrated
by the fate of its initiative for arms limitation. At first,
‘that seemed marginally promising, and Andean country repre-
sentatives held discussions during 1975 and early 1976. How-
ever, Peru's proposal for either a freeze of inventories at
existing levels or (probably unenforceable) ceilings on
military expenditures did not appeal to other Andean coun-.
tries. 1In recent months, as Peru has continued to arm, its
official references to the need for arms control have seemed
designed simply to disarm neighbors' fears and have not
.elicited any response. -

‘Despite Peru's repeated protestations of peaceful inten-
tions, its arms buying has had a severe impact on neighboring
countries, It has shaken their feeling of reliance on the
established order and has aroused concern for their own
national security and territorial integrity.. ‘
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Neighbors' Actions. Chile and Ecuador see the military i
threat posed by Peru as a major problem. (Indeed, the
Chilean General Staff is convinced that war is inevitable.)
Both have responded to Peru's force modernization and expan-
sion by arming as rapidly as their resources and suppliers
permit. But they have been hard pressed to find suppliers.
They have experienced several war scares--the latest and
worst in December 1976--as Peru deploys (or is reported to
‘deploy) newly equipped and strengthened units toward its |
north or south borders. :

Bolivia fears both Chile and Peru. It holds as an
article of faith the belief that they would inevitably use
Bolivia as an invasion corridor against each other.

phe three threatened states have tried to improve their
diplomatic posture to help compensate for their military
weakness. Chile has sought to come closer to Bolivia by
offering to cede a corridor to the sea and has reinforced its
ties with Ecuador. All three have endeavored to strengthen
ties outside the region. Vis-a-vis the US, they have tried
to overcome, or overlook, sometimes difficult issues in |

bilatexal relations.

, chile has not responded to Peru's conciliatory moves
with any signs of appeasement or with any indication that,

' because of Peru's arms superiority, it is disposed to accept
the role of an inferior power. - In November 1976, Peru
countered Chile's request for approval of its offer of
access to the sea to Bolivia by offering to cede a corridor
part way to the sea and stipulating a tripartite Bolivia- .
Chile-Peru condominium in the coastal section of the corri-
dor. This represented a real advance in that, symbolically
at least, it might be taken as Perufs final giving up of
revanchist aspirations to regain provinces lost to Chile in
‘the War of the Pacific. However, Chile abruptly dismissed
peru's offer as little more than a camouflaged veto of its
own offer to Bolivia and declined even to consider it.
similarly, Ecuador has not receded from its demands for a
revision of the 1942 Protocol, which settled in Peru's
favor large territorial claims in the Amazon region.

, Chile, having so far failed to develop adequate sources

for the weapons systems that it seeks, has not unduly alarmed

- peru by building up its own military forces. Ecuador has
easier access to arms suppliers and in early 1977 alarmed

. Peru by proposing to buy 24 Israeli Kfir high-performance
fighters at a cost of $150 million. Chile has spent about
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$340 million on arms since 1973--chiefly for US aircraft
(F~5Es and A-37s) and miscellaneous defense material from
Brazil. Ecuador has spent some $200 million in the same
period. However, neither country has been able to put
‘together a complete air defense system to counter Peru
which would include surface-to-air defense systems with
associated equipment linked with advanced interceptor air-
craft. They are even less prepared to take the offensive.
Thus, although Peru voices fear of encirclement, to date it
has little justification for these fears.

On the other hand, Chile and Ecuador, although troubled
by the Peru phenomenon, do not accept as inevitable a shift in
power relations favoring Peru. Chile, at least, is deter-
mined to prepare for an extended period of war threats, dip-
lomatic contests, and possible actual armed struggle. :

As it proceeds to acquire arms, Chile may well do its
best (at least initially) to emphasize passive defense
systems, for fear of exciting Peruvian reactions, and gener-
ally to respond positively to Peruvian demonstrations of
good will. Ecuador, however, seems to be willing to demon-
strate its intentions openly. Thus, in the near future it
may acquire conspicuously high-performance weapons systems,
including types of equipment that will spur Peru to yet
further arms acguisitions. :

Bolivia, while effectively out of the arms competition,
adds instability to the regional scene by its active cam-
paign for an outlet to the sea, its precarious balancing act

. between Chile and Peru, and its obsessive fears over viola-

‘tion of its. territory in a Chile-Peru war. Financially poor
though resource-rich, it can only seek to avoid involvement
in a future conflict by astute diplomacy and economic trade-
offs with its wealthier and better-armed neighbors.

- Impact on Peru. The war scare of December 1976, which
- reflected the tensions of Peru's neighbors at reports of its
arms purchases and troop movements but also their determina-
tion to oppose its pretensions, forced the Peruvian generals
to assess more realistically the potential cost of a war. It
may also have helped sharpen their realization of how little
would be accomplished by incurring such costs. On the other
hand, there has been no sign that the Peruvians are prepared
voluntarily to forgo further major purchases of Soviet arms,
however clear it must be that such arms purchases are at the
root of the psychosis developing among Peru's neighbors.
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Thus, even though Peruvian revanchists may have lost
influence as a result of the war scare, a continued Peruvian
buildup of arms (to be accompanied by a doubling of army
manpower) and other kinds of military exhibitionism have con-
tinued to send menacing signals to Peru's neighbors. Peru
seems to lack any real appetite for war, but at the same
time it remains determined to keep well ahead in the arms
competition because of its inferiority complex vis~a-vis
Chile and its fear of being "encircled." Thus, in effect,
Peru is setting the stage for eventual conflict unless arms
buying by countries of the region can be limited in some
way.or another.

Peru's Long-Range Interests and Limitations

The Peruvian'military.regime may wonder if it can finish

:what it has started. It probably did not adopt the present

course with any comprehensive evaluation of Peru's basic
interests and capabilities or with full recognition of how
strongly its actions might cause other states to react.

Peru does not have the economic superiority over Chile
that has accompanied truly decisive shifts in the balance -
of military forces between South American countries in the
20th century. The narrow economic. limits within which Peru
operates have been emphasized by its economic nosedive
beginning in 1974, disappointing results from 0il explora-
tion, and a general need for retrenchment.on social and
‘economic reform measures despite political priorities.
Moreover, Soviet aid, while assuring instant arms superi-

. ority, may be saddling Peru with future economic¢ burdens
that will work against a real shift of power in its favor.

The Peruvian military probably thought that arms

_superiority by itself, once achieved with Soviet aid, would

assure Peru's national security and guarantee its neighbors'
récognition of its dominance of the West Coast. Reflecting

.- the assumption that military dominance can be achieved pain-
" lessly and peacefully has been:

-~Peru's apparent hope of reaching an Andean arms
control agreement that would perpetuate present
arms ratios favoring itself;

--its slowness to engage in war exercises and other- -

" wise to hurry the armed forces along to fully
operational capability with their new weapons
systems, although much of the new equipment. has
been deployed for two years; and ' :
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~-the evident reluctance of military leaders to
accept the conclusion that war is likely on the
present course and to reckon with the possibility
that its burdens and costs may become inevitable,

Now that Peru's arms superiority has frightened Chile
and Ecuador into trying to arm themselves, the military
regime will have to face the need for operational use as
distinguished from simple display of its new arms invento-
ries in parades and maneuvers., This would require additional
financial outlays, greatly increase already substantial

.military spending, and impede economic recovery. More
~important, Peru would have to be ready to accept a large

Soviet military presence. But even a third as many as the
3,000 Soviet advisers that the Cubans needed to develop
their forces would exceed levels that would be acceptable
in terms of Peru's domestic politics and regional relations.

‘That is why Peru is uneasy at seeing its neighbors even

attempt to close the margin of its arms superiority and .
thus, in its view, bring closer the day when it may have to
use its arms in‘actpal_combat. .

Prosgects

The West Coast region is probably not due for a "big

- shock" in.the next 1-2 years, such as a Chile-Peru armed

conflict or the evolution of "another Cuba" through Soviet
Presence and influence in Peru. _

In the mid-term, armed conflict between Chile and Peru
is more likely because Chile and Ecuador will bend alil

. efforts to restore the former arms ratio with Peru. In

addition, a significant Soviet Presence may emerge as Peru
seeks to prepare itself for war. ' :

The efforts of Peru's neighbors to establish parity
with it-~singly or jointly-~will provoke it to more strenu-

.ous efforts to develop forces for external operations. Par-

ticularly if Chile and Ecuador try to match Peru's high-
performance bombers, armor, and artillery, their arms
purchases will supply the Peruvian military with a new
motivation to prepare for armed conflict, including preemp-
tive attack. Such Peruvian efforts are likely to involve a
larger Soviet presence in that country and to bring on con-
frontations; eventually, they could produce the "big shock"
of war. The Soviets probably want to avoid war because of
aftereffects that would be adverse to their presence in the
region but would probably have no choice but  to continue
supplying Peru. ' S o
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These actions and reactions would cause distress. among,
but probably not galvanize, Argentina, Brazil, Colombia, and
Venezuela to take steps to cope with the crisis. They would
probably depend upon the US and the OAS to handle the prob-
lems. I1f Peru seemed to be succumbing to Soviet control,
however, they might move toward using political action in an
effort to undermine the government in oxrder to prevent a
significant Soviet presence from being established on the
South American continent. : ‘

, Peru's efforts to achieve an arms standstill agreement
with its neighbors will fail. Chile and Ecuador would
require parity with Peru in such an agreement to permit them
to regain something approximating the arms ratios of the
early 1970's--before Peru began its military buildup. Peru
‘would not itself consider such an arrangement, which would
force it either to mark time until its neighbors accumulated
comparable arms holdings some years hence or, even less
likely, to scale down toward their level.

Bolivia, Chile, and Ecuador will feel that the US has
an obligation to protect them from Peru, especially because
Peru has been armed by the Soviets. However uncertain about
US reactions, they believe that the US should either provide
them with security guarantees (unilateral or through the
0AS) or restore the balance of forces among states of the

" region. They apparently do not expect third-party South
American states to act in place of the US, either singly or
in concert, although they see prospects for multilateral
action at the behest of the Uniteéd States.

Arms competition may spread beyond the West Coast as
Chile and Peru escalate their war preparations and the
potential use of force in intracontinental relations
becomes increasingly “thinkable." In the long run, this
could predispose other leading South American states to _
devote substantial economic resources to the development of
truly modern armed forces with external defense capabilities.
It could also reinforce existing trends toward authoritarian

military rule.
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