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On February 26th, 2013, a high-ranking Salvadoran military officer accepted for the first time ever 

in front of a judge that the troops under his command had engaged in human rights violations and 

extrajudicial killings.  He also confirmed that the Atlacatl Battalion – a U.S.-trained and financially 

backed Marines-type infantry unit created at the peak of the Reagan administration’s 

counterinsurgency policy in the 80s – was responsible for the massacre in El Mozote, where a 

horrendous episode at the dawn of the Salvadoran civil war took place.  Some one thousand 

peasants, most of them women and children, were slaughtered by government troops that entered 

the mountain village, located in guerrilla-controlled territory forces on December 10, 1981, and 

stayed there for three days until there was no one else to kill.  Until a month ago, no Salvadoran 

military official had ever acknowledged the Atlacatl involvement in those killings, although in 

private some of them had even justified the massacre and other war crimes.  For most of the war, 

and especially after journalists Alma Guillermoprieto and Raymond Bonner uncovered the massacre 

in The New Yorker, Salvadoran Government apparatus claimed that reports about El Mozote were 

comunista propaganda seeking to discredit the Salvadoran Army and push aid cuts by U.S. 

Congress. 

 

This first official acknowledgement occurred in a Miami immigration court when, confronted by 

judge Michael Horn in a deportation hearing, General José Guillermo García, Salvadoran Minister 

of Defense from 1979 to 1983, said he might be held responsible for some wrongdoings of his 

troops but that he acknowledged no guilt for them.  He argued that he didn’t know most of what the 

soldiers did in the war.  It seems, according to court records, that the judge did not believe him: 

“What is of concern to this court is that it seemed that the abuses went on and that you failed in 

your responsibilities. You didn’t do what a military officer respectful of the law should have done in 

order to fully serve his country and his people”. 

 

It is no small thing: this confession, now a judicial truth stated in public record in a U.S. court of 

law, is in fact the first real open window for Salvadorans to start learning about what happened in 

their recent past – despite strong opposition in El Salvador to overrule an Amnesty Law passed 20 

years ago just after the signing of the UN sponsored Peace Accord between the Government and the 

guerrillas.  The Amnesty Law was passed in 1993, just in time to get out of jail two mid-ranking 

military officers convicted for the Jesuit massacre of 1989 after a flawed trial and a massive cover-

up operation.  The law has left the highest army and civilian commanders linked to those killings 

out of any investigation by Salvadoran authorities since then.  Public defense of the Amnesty Law, 

mostly by political and economic elites, has centered on the argument that El Salvador should not 

be confronting its past if it really wants reconciliation and peace.   

 

But two decades after the peace accord brought an end to the war, that kind of thinking is beginning 

to fade, especially in front of the naked truth, as the one told in Miami.  The naked horrors emerged 

also in a Boston courtroom, where Colonel Inocente Orlando Montano pled guilty to immigration 

fraud and now is awaiting sentencing.  Montano is also accused in Madrid, Spain, along with 19 of 

his military peers, of the Jesuits killings.  At the sentencing hearing, Judge Douglas Woodlock 

agreed to the DHS prosecutor’s request to consider the colonel’s military past in order to determine 

his time in jail.  

 

Both legal procedures related to El Salvador –  those against Montano and García – have been 

somewhat encouraged by the U.S. policy, implemented by the Obama administration and carried 

out by DHS, aimed at locating and ousting foreigners who are on U.S. soil under irregular 

immigration conditions and have been accused of human right violations abroad.  



 

What the truth, even the small pieces of it we have learned from what has been said by prosecutors 

and witnesses in Boston and Miami, is showing us so far – besides what we always had suspected 

about the authors and executors of the atrocities – is that the kind of impunity carried by all the 

colonels and generals and their sponsors has endured through the years; has strengthened its roots 

within Salvadoran political and economic systems; and feeds today the widespread culture of 

obscurity, injustice and inequity that still prevents El Salvador’s real launch towards development 

and modernity.  

 

In El Salvador impunity grew precisely because it remained untouched and unspoken for so long, in 

part hidden behind the fallacy of blind reconciliation.  In neighboring Guatemala that fallacy is 

crumbling to pieces as General Efraín Ríos Montt confronts trial and testimonies of how he and his 

troops, covered by the same counterinsurgency narrative, annihilated entire towns.  The whole 

Central American nation now sees the truth.  The once powerful general is now forced to listen to 

dozens of his victims proclaim their accounts to his face.  And the only weapon Ríos Montt has at 

that court, it seems so far, is Guatemalan law itself. 

 

With Colonel Montano facing a maximum sentence of four years in a U.S. prison, enough time for 

the U.S. Government to answer a pending extradition request by the Spanish judge processing the 

Jesuit case in Madrid, the Boston trial might become, in fact, the first wide door could be open for 

Salvadorans to overcome the shadow created by the Amnesty Law.  If extradited to Spain, 

Montano’s indictment will enable Judge Eloy Velasco to open the trial to the public and, with that, 

put on the record thousands of pages of investigation that will reveal more truths about those who 

nurtured impunity during and since the war even when they were no longer powerful.   

 

The hint of irony is that everything is starting in courts of law in the United States, the country that 

once backed the Salvadoran military and created units like the Atlacatl and the ones that killed the 

Jesuits for the sake of “national security.”  That is how history works.  I was present last February at 

one of the Montano's hearings in Boston and, a decade ago, in the cramped courtroom in West Palm 

Beach, Florida, the first time General García and General Eugenio Vides Casanova, his deputy at 

the Ministry of Defense, confronted a civil case opened by relatives of four U.S. churchwomen 

assassinated by state agents in 1980.  There, I heard about the atrocities, the cover-ups and how 

Salvadoran elites used fear and lies to prevent the truth from being known.  But the most powerful 

lesson I learned was this: when faced by the possibility of being punished for their acts, just being 

forced to respond to others for what they did and tried to hide, these generals – who once held in 

their hands power over the lives and deaths of citizens – become regular defendants; they become 

punishable; and that, I think, is how impunity ends. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Correction:  This text was modified to correct information about the reporters who uncovered the 

Mozote massacre 


