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in February 1990, six weeks after the U.S. tnvasion of Panama, a team
from Physicians for Human Rights found that contrary to official govern-
ment figures listing 201 Panamanian civilian deaths and 314 Panamanian
military deaths, there was confirmed evidence of approximately 300 civil-
ian and only 30 Panamanian military deaths resulting from the invasion
and ensuing civil disorder. The team also evaluated the type and extent of
injuries, and documented more than 3,000 wounded Panamanians. The
methods used in compiling and assessing these data are described. The
lack of reliable official data about the civilian casualties of this invasion
underscores the need for independent nongovernmental organizations to
conduct such inquiries and to develop appropriate methodologies. rsio
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On December 19, 1959 the United States in-
vaded Panama and ousted Ceneral Manuel

¥ Noviega. Within the week, U5, military offi
cials heralded the mvasion as a "surgical” strike [1].
The public, however, had little access to reliable
information about civilian casualties The press had
been demied access to combat zones during the
period of heaviest Highting on the night of December
19 and the early moming of December 20, 1989 [2]
The number of Panamanian deaths was a subject of
cemsiderabde controversy., The Pentagon reported
314 Panamanian mililary deaths and 201 civilian
deaths {fhe cdviian toll was variously repovted as



202 and 201} [3-5], while Panamanian cilizens and
the mternational press teported estimates as high as
4,000 civilian dead [6,7] Deaths of 23 U 5, service-
men were Teported 5]

Physicians for Human Rights /UsA {THE} sent a
team of three physicians te Panama in eatly Febau-
ary 1990, six woeeks after the invasion, to invesligate
the casualties of the conflick This team (all coauthors
of this article) issued a comprehensive report of the
fact-finding mission in December, 1994, LR is an
independent, nonpartisan membership organization
whose goal is to bring the skills of the medical
profession to the protection of human rights. In the
past four years it has undertaken 35 missions con-
cerning 23 countries,

The PHE mission to Panama had three aims: to
enumerate and classify Panamanian civilian and
military deaths and injuries, to assess the psycholog-
ical trauma experienced by those who suffered ma-
jor personal losses, and to evaluale the care and
support provided to displaced persons [9]. This ar-
licle addresses the first of these objectives by sethng
forth the methods used to investigate casualiies and
by discussing the relevance of such an inquity {e the
international laws of war.

During the week the team spent in Panama, the
three physicians together and separately visited hos-
pitals, morgues, and barial sites; reviewed emer-
gency room logs, medical records, otficial lists of
casualties, and lists provided by church and human
rights groups; and interviewed government officials,
military personnel, physicians, nurses, ambulance
drivers, grave diggers, Red Cross representatives,
relief workers, civilians, familics, jowrnalists, and
church and human rights workers, The team cross-
checked ists of information oblained from these
sources and attempted to verify reports through
corroborative testimony, physical evidence, and
written documentation. One of the team members
was fluent in Spanish, and the team also hired the
full-fime services of an interpreter for that week
{The psychiatiist member of the team veturned to
Panama for one week in March 190 to conduct
interviews unrelated to the subject of this report )

ASSESSMENT OF DEATHS

Official Accounting of Civilian Deaths

Both the United States and Panamanian govern-
ments adepted the civilian death figures reported by
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the Panamanian Legal Medicine Insliute, ot Insh-
tuto de Medicina Legal (IML). IML is undex the
jurisdiction of the Attorney General's office and is
charged with the medical investigation, including
autopsies, of suspicious deaths oo cases of interest
to faw enforcement agencies. Duting the war, IML
was officially responsible for investigating invasion-
related deaths {civilian and military) for the Pana-
manian government

IML staff reported to the PHR delegation that
during the invasion and in the davs immediately
following, standard forensic procedures and provi-
sions for autopsies proved inadequate. The stafl
gave as reasons for the failure, “the large number of
bodies at the morgues” and the difficulty of moving
aboui Panama City during the period of military
conflict and ensuing civil violence. Bew autopsies
were conducted, Primary efforts of IML staff fo-
cused on creating individual files for all bodies of
persons that they identiticd as having died from
trawmatic causes and thal had been brought to the
two municipal morgues af Sanlo Tomds Hospital
and Sodal Security Hospital in Panama City Fach
file contained an identification number; a photo-
graph of the body; identifving information including
clothing, jewelry, gender, apparent age, and when-
ever possible, name and military or civilian status;
and the apparent cause and place of death.

U 5, military personnel collected some of the Pan
amanian dead. These bodies were taken to the LS
Southern Command’s Albrook and Howard military
installations for processing and storage When the
number of bodies exceeded storage capacity at these
facilities {capacity not known to PIR team), the
Army buried Panamanian dead in & common grave
{(PHR intervicw with Admiral 12avid Chandler, U5
Southern Command, February 1990} The grave was
located in the U S.-controlled Coroeal cemetery, di-
rectly adjacent to a large woeil -traveled highway. By
the time of the PHR delegation’s visit, bodies had
been exhumed from this grave and reinterred at the
fardin de Pax, a burial site in Panama City under
Panamanian authority Prion to reburial, cach body
was given an identification number and photo-
graphed by IML personnel (PHR interview with L.
Roger Montero, IML Director, February 1990). The
IML, the US. military, and individuals who wit
nessed the transfer of corpses from the Corozal
burial site to Jardin de Paie reported that 27 Pana-
manian dead had been buried at the Cororal ceme-
fery.
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The PHR team inspected the excavation site at the
Corozal cemetery and found it 1o measure approxi-
mately 120 feet long by 20 feet wide. Although the
size of the grave site alone cannob confirm the
number of bodies buried there, these dimensions
are not inconsistent with the burial of 27 bodies
Given the use of entry ramps and heavy machinery
during excavation, the actual size of the trench used
for burial was likely to have been approximately
100 by 10 fect. 1f one assumes approximately 3.5
feet by 8 feet per body, space for approximately 36
bodies would have been available. It is possible of
corrse that bodies were piled together or the trench
dug much larger than neccssary The depth of the
burial trench is not known, Thus it would have been
possible to bury more than or fewer than 27 bodies
at the site. Nonetheless, the figure 27 is not incon-
sistent with the size of the trench and that figuze
was given by the three different sources noted
ahove.

The official IML tabulation of deaths associated
with the invasion included all non-L1S
dyving from traumatic causes in areas of combat
during the period December 20, 1982, through [an-
uary 15, 1990 The IML made no distinction between
deaths directly attributable to military engagements
and those associated with widespread street violence
thal {ollowed Classification of dead as military was
based en the presence of a Panamanian Defense
Forces uniform, identitication tags, or information
provided by inquiring family members. The 1ML
classified all other deaths as civilian

The IML tabulation of the dead listed 143 known
civilians, 30 known military, 27 unidentified, 13
burned bevond recognition, and 18 under invesli-
gation. (This tabulalion included the 27 bodies trans-
ferred from the Corozal cometery to the Tardin de
Paz} All but the known military were ultimately
listed as civilian dead. The resulting total of 201
civilian deaths was the fizme also adopted by the
U5, Southern Command and has been quoted
widely The IML also listed 61 individuals reported
by family members as “missing” at the time of the
delegation’s visit

citizens

PHR Analesis of Official Tigures on Civilian Deaths
The PHR team feund that the US and Pana-

manian official figure of 201 significantly underes-

timated the number of Panamanian civilian dead
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Ilhe team received reliable reports, as set forth be-
low, of approximately 100 addilional civilian deaths
tesulting from the invasion and ensuing violence
that were not included in the official count {Table
1}

Hospital-based data represented an important
source of information for the feam. According to
church and human rights workers and medical per-
sonnel, hospital emergency rooms were the primary
sites to which the injured and dead were trans-
ported. Panama City's two municipal morgues are
located at the two largest public hospitals in (e dty
{Santo Tomds and Social Secority) Chher hospitals
have only hoelding morgues

Dead emd wounded began arriving at hospital
cmergency units soon after the fighting began, in
the carly moerning howrs of December 200 Testimony
of phvsicians and other stalf pertrayed a chaotic
siluation in which usual hospital procedures were
overwhelmed. The two municipal morgues soon
became depositonies of large numbers of bodies,
which quickly exceeded a total refrigerated storage
capacity of approximately 30 In both facilities mor-
oue personnel were forced to place two or three
bodies in each of the refrigerated drawers, with
additional badies lined up on the floor of adjacent
autopsy rooms. The logs and testimony of morgue
otficials generally were consistent with the numbers
on the official 1ML list

Much concern volced by human rights groups
regarding the accuracy of mortality figures centered
on the reported wse of comumon graves during the
first few days of fighting, The PHR delegation con-
firmed by physical cbhservalion the use of common
graves at three sites: the Jardin de Paz cemetery in
Panama City, the U.S -controlled Cororal cemetery
in the former Canal Zone, and the Monte Esperanza
cemetery outside Coldn The THR team followed
up, but was unable to corroborate, allegations that
thousands of bodies were buried in mass graves.

fable 1. PHR's summary of verifiable Panamanian
deaths

widitary Civilian
A0 201 Oificial ML sl
38 Ked Cross Calon
43 Church, human rights lists
16 Hospilal lists
Talal (] 295
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The Jardin de Pax Cemetery, The primary burial
site in Panama City for those on the IML list of
deaths is the Jardin de Par cometery, a large, well-
known burial site with ready accoss for visitation
According tir witness testimony, infernativnal press
photographs, and IMIL gave plot charts, a trench of
about 6 {eet in depth held corpses enclosed in mili-
Lary issue body hags, The covpses were placed side
by side with approximately 1 foot spacing Initially,
two rows wete cteated, but subsequent burials ne-
cessitated a third 1ow. The length of these rows is
not known to the PHR team There were apparently
three series of buwilals at this glave site, the first
occurring on Decemnber 22, 1989, MNumereus wit-
nesses were present, and the inteinational press
published photographs of this butial Two subse-
guent burials took place; the lasi, on December 29,
included the exhumed bodies from the T.5.-com
trolied Coroeal cemetery. At the time of the dele-
gation’s visit, this site remained unmarked oxcepl
for small stomes and flinvers placed by family mem-
bors af the deceased The TML staff developed a grid
map of the location and identification numbers of
the deceased  According to IML officiaks, and inde-
pendently corrobmated by testimony of cemetery
workers, 193 dead were buried at the |ardin de Paz
site.
Records of Deaths in Colon. In Celim, a commoen
erave in the Monte Esperanza cemetery held un-
claimed bodies. The Panamanian Red Cross labeled
these as civilians because of the absence of military
attire. The Red Cross representatives and medical
personnel at & Colon hospital said that this commoen
burial became necessary when deaths duning several
days of fighting and leoting overwhelmed refriger-
ated storage capacity at Colon's morgue {capacity
not known to PUR team) These corpses were not
photographed before burial.

lorge Bamatt, the medical director of the Pana-
manian Red Cross in Colim whoe supervised the
collection of bodies, reported to PTIR 62 civilian
deaths in Colin (inclhading 39 buried at the Monte
Esperanza comelery), 38 more than recorded fox that
area by the IML. Bainett informed the FHER team
that he had reporled these higures to the U 5. mili-
tary authorities in a January 17, 19%) mermotandim,
a copy of which he released to PHE During an
interview with the PHR physicians on Febwuary 6,
Dr Roger Maniero, the Panamanian official respon-
sible for determining civilian casualty Hgures, stated
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that he was nol aware of the Colén deaths. Asked
why lhese 38 had not been included in the offical
totals despite having been reported to the US mil-
itary, Admiral David Chandler, spakesman for the
U5 Southern Command, said that he knew nothing
about these deaths but would look inte the matler,
A subsequent response to PHR from the State De-
partment’s Office of Panamanian Affairs dated
March 6, 1990 stated that the majority of the Colon
deaths resulted from causes such as traffic accidents
and heart attacks, unrelated to the violence sur-
rounding the invasion. Barnett, however, stated that
all 2 Colém civilian deaths reported to the U5
military tesulted from wounds sustained between
December 20 and 29, 1989 Tle indicated that 29
died of gunshot wounds, approximately 30 died
Fromn wounds inflicted by machetes and long kndves
{itcms reported commonly carried by lootets), and
thiee were crushed to death when a ship’s cargo
container fell on them during looting.
Other Sources of Documented Deaths. In addition
lo [he Colom dead recorded by the Red Cross, the
PHR team received reports from Catholic clergy,
staff al several hospitals, and human rights workers
of approximately 60 Panama City cvilian dead
whose names did nol appear on the official lists
The Catholic clergy's list, based on hospital, [ML,
and testimenial sources, reported 261 deaths: 184
identified and 30 unidentified in the Panama City
area, and 27 identified and 20 unidentified trom
Colon. The human rights groups’ lists contained 211
cases: 179 identified and 32 unidentified, from all
areas. PHR's cross-checking of church and human
rights groups’ lists against the IML tabulations was
possible only for identified individuals. This process
revealed 43 identified civilian deaths that did ne
appear on the IML list. In addition, hospital officials
reported 16 deaths of hospitalized pabents whose
wounds were inflicted during the period of fighting
and whose names were not included on the IML lisi
of dead  Comparisons between the identified names
an the various mortality lists 1ovealed that the offi-
cial IML list documented fewer cvilian deaths than
anv other tabulation. The delegation also received
eyewimess accounts from church workers of 16
cremations that were unlikely to have been known
to IML officials. These cremations reportedly oc
curred in the impovetished El Chorrillo neighbox
hood adjacent to Noriega's Panama Citv headquar
ters. As it was nol possible lo corroborate those
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cvewilness accounts, the team did not add those
cremation figures to the civilian death toll

Thus, the PHR delegation found that there were
approximately 100 verifiable civilian
deaths in Colon and Panama City not represented

additional

on official lists. An attempt to reconcile the data
from these different and overlapping sources re-
vealed considerable internal consistency among and
within the reports gathered by the team

o the known civilian dead, at least two were
childien and 16 were women. The two certain chil-
dren are noted as “baby koy” followed by a surname
Since information regarding age was nof systemati-
cally available, no accurale assessment of the actual
rumber of children killed can be made. Fourteen of
the women were listed as homemakers The temam-
ing two were killed at their places of employment;
one was a baggage supervisor at the international
airport and the other a receptionist at a Panama Cily
Hotel,

Official efforts by the Panamanian government
and U5 military authorities to determine the inva
sion-related civilian death toll appear to have been
inadequate. In interviews with the PHR team, IML
authorities acknowledged that they did not follow
up on allegations that vneounted bodies were in-
tenied in mass graves other than at the two official
burial sites in Panama City and Colém. The PHR
team found no evidence that Panamanian authori-
ties interviewed hospital staff, chrch workers, or
others who might have had infermation about
deaths not included in the official count. LS. offi-
vials indicated that they considered counting the
vivilian dead to be a Panamanian responsibility and
therefore did not make independent efforts to de
termine the toll (PHR interview with Ambassados
Deane Hinten, Tebruary 6, 1990)

FPanamanian Muiary Dealhs

The U5 Seuthern Command stated that Pana
manian military deaths totaled 314 According to
Southern Command officials, this total was based
on field reports by US military personnel of ob
served, but not confirmed, “enemy kills,” supple
rented by the number of body bags requested by
US personnel and analysis of transportalion
needed for those killed in battle

IML, on the other hand, documented that oenly 30
known Panamanian military bodies were found
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Under the officiat 1ML classification system, all those
who were not identifiable as mililary were labeled
as civilians; therefare it is possible that some of the
listed civiliany were actually military or combatants
in civikan clothing It is alse possible that some
military persennel were among the 40 unidentified
and burned bodies listed by the IML

Moevertheless, even allowing [or such potential
additions to the IML count, the discrepancy belween
the Southesn Command figure of 314 and the IML
figure of 50 comtirmed military deaths is substaniial
and raises questions about the accuracy of official
accounting melhods Whon presented with PHR's
findings, U 5. oflicals acknowledged that their of-
ficial courtt of 314 mililary dead way based on “soft”
battlefield reports and thal the figure of 50 was
more aueurate [8].

Ratior of Civillan to Military Deaths

The afficial U 5. [igures of Panamanian deaths
(201 civiian and 314 military) reveal a ratio of
approximately two civilian deaths to three military
deaths A revised xatio that uses PHR s conservative
findings of approximately 300 civilian and 50 Pan-
amanian military deaths 1eveals approximately six
civilian deaths to every one military death. Accord-
ing to these findings, approximately 85% of the
Fanamanian lives lost during the invasion and its
violent attermath were civilian

ASSESSMENT OF INJURIES

Meither Panamanian nor US  authorifies con-
ducted a svsternatic accounting of the number of
people injured during the invasion and ils vielent
attermath. The United States governument estimated
LEDE injured Panamanians [3]; however, PHR's in-
terviews with medical staff and examinations of
records ab five hospitals and several health clinics in
Fanama City revealed that at least 3,000 Pana-
manians sought hospital care for injuries sustained
during the fivst week after the invasion (Table 2)

The Santo Tomas Hospital treated the greatest
number of injured, totaling 1,884 Most of these
injurics wore not fife-threatening and were treated
in the eutpationt area set aside for emergency treat-
mend of ambulatory wounded  Bmergency room logs
show that duing the fArst bwo days of fighting the
majorily ol serious injurcs wens doe te gunfive,

I slwvizhioe i Casuallios Aler W



Table 2. PHR's summary of injured treated at
Panamanian hospitals

) “urmber -
Hospital Hazpitalized
NEpITA brisa ] aspitalize

fanta Tamas 1.584 i7e
Social Securily 112 95
Cargas Ha 44
Children's 14 4
fan Fernanche 175 A7
Orther health facilities 200
Tatal 0K 157

burns, and shvapnel Fowever, by the third day the
predominant injuries wete laceratioms from glass
and debriz and from stabbings, although bullet
wounds remained commaon One hundred seventy-
ninc of the injuicd seen at Santo Tomas woere hos-
pitalized; the rest were treated and released  Emer-
gency room logs indicate thatl the Secial Seomity
Hospital treated 412 injuted during the [irst weck
of the invasion. The pattern of injuties was similar
to that of Sante Tomas Hospital, with wounds from
bullets and explosives oceurring early on. Ninety-
gight of the wounded were admitted to the hospital
for treatment At least two patients remained in the
hospital at the time of the delegation’s visit some
five weeks after admission.

The Children’s Hospital reported treating 24 chil-
dren with significant injuries. Four were admitted
suffering from bullet or shrapnel wounds: a 5-vear-
old had becn shot in the head, a d-year-old had lost
sight in one cve from grenade fragments, a youth of
14 had been shot in the leg, and a 13-yvear-old had
received a bullet wound to the abdomen. The San
Fernando Hospital, a large private faclity in Panama
City, treated approximately 175 injuied patients and
admitted 27 duting the first weck affer the invasion.
Gorgas Hospital treated 318 and admilted 4% Chiher
health facilities repotted treating a total of 200 in-
jured patients

The tigure of 3,000 injured represents only those
who presented to hospitals and clinics during the
first week after the invasion. Given the diffioulty of
travel during that period and the reports that many
injured people sought aid within their own families
and communities, 3,000 is likelv to represent only a
partial count.

Ectimation of Casualties Afte: War

THE RULE OF PROPORTIONALITY

Fundamental principles of the laws of war main-
lain that civilians shall not be the object of attack,
and that harm {o noncombatants must be minimized
[10] Protocol T te the Geneva Conventions specifies
that belligerents should avoid locating military ob-
jectives within densely populated areas [11] and
must distinguish between military and civilian ob-
jects, ditecting their attacks onlv against military
targets [12]. Nonetheless, injury to civilians is likely
to occur; thus, the rule of proportionality [ound in
Protocel T and in customary international law pro-
hikits attacks againsl militarv objectives when injury
to civilians is likely to be excessive in relation to the
anticipated military gain [10,13]. The United States
and Panarma have signed, but not ratitied, Trotocol
[; nometheless, the provisions in Protocel I that relate
tir proportionality and the distinction between mili-
tary and civilian objects give explicit content to
principles alveady found in the laws of war and are
thus considered to be customary international law,
binding on all states |14]

Assessing compliance with these principles s dif-
[icult. The prindple of proportionality, for example,
has been criticized as “callfing] for comparing two
things for which there is no standard ot comparison
ls one, for example, c-:'.-rn]?['.ll:'-d b think in terms of
a certain number of casualties as justibied in the
gaining of a specified number of yards? Such precise
relationships are so far removed from reality as to
be unthinkable T [15]. During the Panama inva-
sion and ils violent attermath, more than H3% of
the lives lost were civilian, and throughout the 1950
at least 75% of war-relaled deaths were dvilian
[16,17] Altheugh these percenlages alone arguably
reflect disproportionate suffering [or civilians (harm
to civilians also includes psychological trauma, de-
struction of homes, displacement of communities,
and disabling wounds [9]), a comprehensive analysis
of a state’s compliance with the rule of proportion-
ality also requires examination of the specitic facts
surrcunding the condlict [14]

It is important to examine whether the military
commander ordeiing the atlack took appropriate
precautions and whether he knew or should have
anticipated that destruction of the military objective
would likely cause civilian suffering out of propor-
ton to the military advantage gained [14, 18] Such
an inguiry examines the information available to the
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commander at the time of the attack Practical prob-
lems for civilians investigating these matters include
lack of access to military information such as the
type and importance of the targel and detensive
svstems swrrounding it Full fact-finding indquiries,
therefore, should be conducted by entities with the
authority to obtain complete information.

Civilian health professionals can serve the impor-
lant tunction of documenting the nature and extent
ol casualtics 1f the principle of parportionality is o
have any meaning at all, an accurate accounting of
casualtics ks essential. Independent nongovernmen-
tal organizations can use the skills of medical proles-
sionals to cnumerate and classify deaths and inju-
ries. While governments should be respunsible {or
the cateful and accurate accounting of civilian and
military casuallies, the Panama case points out that
official fizures may notl always be reliable Inde-
pendent organizations can perform an important
menitoring rale.

Even where it Is not possible to draw conclusive
judgments as to whether the principle of propuor-
tionality has been viclated, the accurate documen-
tation of numbers of dead and wounded is in itself
an important contribution. The public has a right
and an ebligation to know the human costs of any
armed contlict undertaken by its government X
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