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This is the first m a two-part series on ships
involved in illegal arms trafficking in Latin
America.

T
HESECRETWORLDOFINTERNAT10NALARMS
trafficking has played havoc with the
captain and crew of a Danish ship
called the Pia Vesta. Since last June,

when they were arrested by Panamanian au-
thorities, the eight Danish nationals have
been held inside the mysterious ship, which
was laden with arms from Eastern Europe.

Just where the arms were headed before
the ship was captured remains a puzzle. The
Salvadoran government, along with leftist
rebels in Peru and Colombia, have all come
under suspicion as the possible recipients.
But an increasing number of Latin American
journalists and Central American diplomatic
sources believe the arms were headed for
the US.-backed contra rebels. And who sent
the arms is as intriguing a mystery as who
was Ufreceive them.
The story begins: In early June 1986 the
Pia Vesta made its way toward Peruvian wat-
ers. The ship, owned by Joergen Jensen's
Vesta shipping company of Svendborg, Den-
mark, and chartered by SA-Chartering APS
of Copenhagen, left the East German port of
Rostock on May 5 loaded with 200 tons of
weapons and 32 military trucks. The com-
mercial transaction was carried out by the
East German state enterprise in charge of
foreign trade and Sinato International, Inc.
The cargo manifest listed Marnix, SA., of
Montevideo, Uruguay, as the shipper. Ac-
cording to a bill of lading—which documents
what's in the cargo and where it's going—the
cargo was to be received by the Peruvian
navy at the port of Callao. It all seemed bus-
iness as usual; after all, it was not the first
time that Peru purchased military goods
from the East Germans.

Last June 3, as the Pia Vesta transited the
Panama Canal, SA-Chartering APS sent a
telex to the Peruvian company Universal
Maritima, SA., requesting that the company
serve as its agent when the ship arrived in
Callao. Universal Maritima, following stan-
dard Peruvian procedure, asked Copenhagen
Chartering to forward the commercial docu-
ments itemizing the ship's contents. But the
documents were not to be found. Finally, last
June 6, having received no documents, Uni-
versal Maritima informed Pia Vesta's captain
that it would not act as the ship's agent in
Peru.

Meanwhile, according to the Peruvian
newsmagazine Caretas, CIA officials in
Lima—apparently unaware of theP/a Vesta's
mission, alerted the Peruvian government to
the approach of a ship bearing what the US.
intelligence agency took to be contraband
arms. Peru's President Alan Garcia, assuming
that the arms were destined for his country's
"Shining Path" guerrillas, responded by or-
dering the Peruvian navy to capture the ship.

As the Peruvian navy, with air force assist-
ance, began its search, SA-Chartering of
Copenhagen issued an order to the Pia Vesta
to turn around and head back to Panama.
The Pia Vesta obeyed, and in the process
managed to escape capture.

Garcia then asked the Panamanian gov-
ernment to intercept the Pia Vesta and con-
fiscate its cargo. On June 13 Panamanian
armed forces commander Gen. Manuel An-

Who's sending whom secret arms?
tonio Noriega informed Garcia that the Pia
Vesta had requested permission to dock in
Panama—but at a US. naval base, a surpris-
ing refuge for a ship thought to be carrying
guns to a Marxist group.

The Panamanian military intercepted the
Pia Vesta on June 14. Maj. Luis Carlos
Samudio reported on Panamanian national
television five days later that, as their patrol
boats approached, Pia Vesta crew members
were trying to throw boxes into the sea.
No one claims the cache: The bill of
lading turned over to Panamanian officials
showed only trucks and spare parts. But the
containers once unsealed revealed 1,500
rifles, 1,500 RPG missile launchers, a large
amount of ammunition and 32 military vehi-
cles. Interviewed last August 9 on Peruvian
television, Gen. Noriega commented that the
Pia Vesta was equipped with a very sophis-
ticated communications system.

The ship's manifest seized by Panamanian
authorities said the cargo was to be deliv-
ered to the commander-in-chief of the Sal-

Other aspects of the case raise questions
about a US. link in supplying the arms.

As the ship was being intercepted, Panama-
nian authorities arrested a Peruvian, Emilio
Ortiz de Zevallos, who they believed was
awaiting the cargo at the port of Balboa in
Panama. While in custody, Zevallos called a
man named David Duncan in Miami. Inter-
viewed by Caretas last July 31, Duncan said
that his company, General Equipment, head-
quartered in Miami, handled more than $3.6
billion worth of arms sales on an annual
basis, and that the cargo confiscated from
the Pia Vesta, for which he assumed full re-
sponsibility, was worth $2.5 million. Caretas
reported last October 6 that Duncan had
done business in the past with Gen. Blandon.
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Group in El Salvador in 1980. Cummings, at
the time of the conversation, worked as an
aide to Nestor Sanchez, assistant secretary
for defense for inter-American affairs. On Jan-
uary 15 the New York Times reported that
Sanchez had been implicated in the contra
supply network and, as a result, had retired
recently.

Last July the Peruvian government, noting
that such trafficking in illegal arms might af-
fect its security, launched an investigation
and lodged a protest.

In response to a Peruvian request the East
German government reported that its own
foreign trade company may have been misled
by the Swiss company Verwaltungs-und Fi-
nanzierungs AG (VUFAG). VUFAG, the East
Germans said, had presented itself as repre-
senting the commercial interests of the Peru-
vian government. In fact, Caretas reported
on August 18 that VUFAG was a front organi-
zation for David Duncan.

The Peruvian government, dissatisfied
with that response, recalled its ambassador

vadoran armed forces, Gen. Adolfo Blandon,
in care of a company called Terminales
Chiriqui, SA., of Panama. The cargo, how-
ever, was not identified as military. Gen.
Blandon denied knowledge of such a ship-
ment. He was quoted by AFP as saying, "It
would be illogical for Russian weapons to
be destined for El Salvador." Thus, although
the point of origin was known, the destina-
tion of the Pia Vesta had become anyone's
guess. Moreover, no one claimed the goods
anymore.

But evidence—albeit much of it circum-
tantial—points increasingly to the contras as
the intended recipients. For instance, among
the war materiel found in the ship were Soviet-
made, 82-KF rifles. When the US.-made C-129
military transport plane carrying Eugene
Hasenfus and two less fortunate Americans
was shot down over Nicaraguan territory in
early October it carried ammunition for just
that type of rifle.

Why would the US.-backed contras receive
Eastern bloc weapons? It's general knowledge
in the world of arms trading that anti-govern-
ment rebels tend to try to match the weapon-
ry of the government forces they are fighting.
By using Eastern bloc military equipment,
the contras could use materiel captured from
the Eastern bloc-supplied Sandinistas.

During a Zevallos telephone conversation
with Duncan—which was recorded by the
Panamanian military and published in the
Panamanian newspaper La Republica—\ht
two men were hooked up by phone with Al-
berto Coppo Gayoso, a Peruvian business-
man who had previously worked with a secret
police force in Peru. Caretas revealed last
October 6 that Coppo Gayoso had paid a
Peruvian commercial agency, Resa, to issue
false documentation showing that the Pia
Vesta had arrived in Callao and then returned
to Panama en route to El Salvador. In the
same conversation Duncan suggested a link
to Eldon Cummings, a retired US. Army col-
onel who headed the US. Military Assistance

An increasing number
of Latin American
journalists and
diplomatic sources
believe the arms were
headed for the U.S.-
backed contra rebels.

from East Germany. Meanwhile, Peruvian
missions in Panama, Denmark, France, Swit-
zerland and Uruguay had concluded that
documents found on the Pia Vesta were
forged and that none of the companies men-
tioned in those documents existed.

A report issued by the Peruvian navy in
conjunction with the country's foreign minis-
try also commented on the forging of docu-
ments, including a certificate ostensibly is-
sued by the Peruvian naval attache at the
embassy in Washington. The signature of
Rear Admiral Julio de los Rios was forged,
for example, making it appear erroneously
as if he were the naval attache.
Conflicting stories: In August the Peru-
vian Senate established a multi-party inves-
tigative commission.

A variety of interpretations of the Pia Vesta
affair have surfaced. Jensen, owner of the
Danish shipping company, claimed to know
nothing about the case. At any rate, he had
other things on his mind, as he, along with
two of his captains and two of his shipping
brokers, had been charged by Danish au-
thorities with breaking a United Nations em-
bargo on arms sales to South Africa.

Salvadoran Vice President and Foreign
Minister Rodolfo Castillo Claramount echoed

Continued on page 22
IN THESE TIMES JAN. 28-FEB. 3, 1987 3

LICENSED TO UNZ.ORG
ELECTRONIC REPRODUCTION PROHIBITED



SHORT
By Joel Bleifuss

jodil for Gft is
||| |lxjuf f (i Awericlri b^inessrneii toot ip fte IJ&

lihje low-paid M^^^^-"(;CctoMni^p% sponsor-
iaie^

6). "We project that tee
p one million new jobs coming to Mexico fî i|.j|)ni-
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No Sitting On a nuclear fence: Florida's finest arrest one of the 138 people who on January 17 climbed
over the fence at Cape Canaveral Air Force Stati6n. The acts of civH disobedience took place during a demonstration of
an estimated 6,000 people who had gathered to protest the first flight test of the Trident II0-5 nuclear missile. Among
those attending the Mobilization for Survival affair were Dr. Benjamin Spock and Detroit Bishop Thomas Gumbleton. Accord-
ing to Bruce Gagnon of the Florida Coalition for Peace and Justice, the people arrested based their actions on the "Nuremberg
principles signed after World War II that obligate all citizens to refuse to participate in or allow 'crimes against humanity.'"

The revolting right
in El Salvador
SAN SALVADOR—Rumors of Salva-
doran President Jose Napoleon
Duarte's resignation in the face of
a brewing military coup have
proven false. That original report
was put out by the guerrilla news
agency Salpress and picked up by
Associated Press in Mexico City.
(The story had Duarte personally
handing his resignation to US. Am-
bassador Edwin Corr.)

Under Duarte the army has swell-
ed in size and importance. A mili-
tary move against him would be
akin to killing the goose that lays
the golden egg—a $121 million egg
in US. military aid.

But while not under attack by the
army, Duarte is taking fire from the
right who are up in arms over new
taxes aimed at making the rich pay
$24 million to support the war. The
period of relative harmony be-
tween the Christian Democrats and
El Salvador's right, traditionally
distrustful of Duarte's "socialist"
leanings, has ended.

The right has responded aggres-
sively in defense of its pocket-
books. They filed a constitutional
challenge before the Supreme
Court. On January 6, right-wing As-

sembly deputies began a "par-
liamentary strike" during which
they will neither vote nor partici-
pate in Assembly debate. The Arena
Party unleashed its most skilled
orator, ex-presidential candidate
Roberta "Death Squad" D'Aubuis-
son, who went on television Christ-
mas day to lambaste the "loco"
Duarte and his "party of the cor-
rupt"—the Christian Democratic
Party (PDC).

The most extreme elements on
the right, the coffee growers—still
brewing over the 1980 nationaliza-
tion of coffee exporting—have, ac-
cording to PDC sources, been try-
ing to "buy" army officers to launch
a coup.

In addition to defending their
economic interests the right is
exploiting the tax issue for the De-
cember 1988 Assembly elections.

The attacks are of particular con-
cern to the government because its
popularity is already low. The eco-
nomic austerity measures imple-
mented last January to help pay for
the war—the currency was deval-
ued and prices rose sharply—en-
countered widespread labor op-
position.

Although the new taxes are dif-
ferent-flitting primarily the rich—
the right has been playing up the
similarities.

The right-controlled morning pa-
pers appear to have convinced
many that the "new war taxes" will
hurt the average Salvadoran. Labor
groups, even those supporting the
government, have come out against
the taxes. Sixty percent of the
economically active population are
already under- or unemployed.

Analysts say the government is
stuck—it has to have the money to
fund the war. While US. military
aid of $120 million funds almost
half of the estimated $300 million
war bill, El Salvador must pay mili-
tary salaries and other expenses.
"The government is caught be-
tween the war and the right," notes
one Christian Democrat.

Yet the Christian Democrats ap-
pear to have laid a trap for the right.
Given the army's support for the
war taxes, the right's opposition
can now be attacked as unpatriotic.

But the big loser in the increased
polarization between the Christian
Democrats and the right appears
to be the US. Embassy, whose pa-
tient, double-edged effort to wean
the right from their Duarte-as-devil
theory and force Duarte to make
concessions to the right has hit a
snag.

-Chris Norton
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