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REVOLUTION FROM A F.A.R. -- THE CUBAN
ARMED FORCES IN AFRICA AND THE MIDDLE EAST

In 1975, when Fidel Castro sent thousands of combat troops

to support the Popular Movement for the Liberation of Angola (the

MPLA), many observers were taken aback at what they presumed to be

a radical and dangerous departure in Cuban foreign policy. At best

it seemed to signal renewed Cuban interest in the export of

revolution,* and at worst, a new round of superpower competition

in the Third World, in the form of nwar by proxy."y Two years later,

as Cuban troops remain mired in Angola, the issue of Cuban military

missions overseas remains one of the stumbling blocks to further

improvements in U. S.-Cuban relations.týA close look ait ee

missions, their origins, purposes, and likely futures - on--e• rdu•,

Cuban military missions have been active in Africa since 1961

(and in the Middle East since 1973; see map). Military ties with

the Angolan MPLA were established a decade before the first Cuban

combat troops set foot in Angola. Castro's support for liberation

movements and "progressive" regimes has, furthermore, transcended

Cuban-Soviet relations. In the mid-60s -- when Havana and Moscow

were at odds over Castro's domestic policies and his support for

guerrilla groups in Latin America -- Cuban policies in Africa were

essentially indistinguishable from those of the 1970s, a period

of growing Cuban-Soviet cooperation. The Angolan intervention

itself, while a radical departure in level of effort, was not a

-1-



Iu
r~W

W-- -,0

_ _ _? W

NTS CI too CA

BYcc)

-2-



radical departure in policy, but an outgrowth of more than a

decade of Cuban military involvement in the region.

It may seem ironic that Castro should have scored his

greatest foreign policy victories in Africa, after all the

concern in the 1960s over his efforts to export revolution to

Latin America. But the one follows 1rom the other. Cuban efforts in

this hemisphere, directed at countries then closely aligned with

the U. S., attracted American attention and reaction. Africa, on

.he other hand, remained a strategic backwater in U. S. policy-making

until quite recently, its states newly-independent and largely

non-aligned, its remaining colonies inviting liberation. As OAS

sanctions increasingly isolated Cuba from its own region, Africa

came to occupy an important place in Cuban foreign policy. Its

"progressive" states offered political ties outside the socialist

bloc, while its liberation movements offered a relatively risk-free

opportunity to advance the cause of revolution in the Third World.

Cuban activities in Africa actually predate Havana's troubles

with the OAS. By 1960, Cuban arms and medical personnel had reached

the National Liberation Front fighting the French in Algeria. In 1961,

Cuban instructors established a training camp for African guerrillas in

Kwame Nkrumah's Ghana; the camp remained active until Nkrumah's over-

throw in early 1966. Similar activities may have been undertaken in

Algeria in the early 1960s. But all these were relatively low-level
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endeavors. Cuba's first substantial military venture in Africa came

in late 1963, during the border conflict between Algeria and Morocco.

A long-simmering territorial dispute between Algeria and

Morocco erupted into war on October 14, 1963. One week later, the

Cuban ship Aracelio iglesias docked at the Algerian port of Oran with

a cargo of T-34 tanks and 50 Cuban technicians. Algeria asserted that

the shipment was part of a previous agreement with Cuba, not related

to the fighting. The time of its arrival supports the Algerian claim.

Oran is almost two weeks' sailing time from Havana; the ship must have

been en route to Oran when the fighting began.

Algeria had little armor in its inventory before the Cuban

shipment, and Cuba clearly intended to train the Algerians in, the use

of the tanks -- hence the 50 technicians. The outbreak of war, how-

ever, required both a speedup in the delivery of equipment, and the

dispatch of troops to man it if it was to be of any use to Algeria in

the immediate crisis. Two other Cuban ships, therefore, left Havana

for Algeria shortly after the war broke ourt. The Gonzalez Lines docked

at Oran on October 28, and another ship docked the 29th. Both carried

arms -- tanks, artillery, mortars, ammunitinn -- and very likely the

bulk of four hundred Cuban tank troops. An Air Cubana Britannia, landing

at Oran on the 29th, may have brought in additional troops.

There is little evidence that the Cubans ever engaged in

combat (a ceasefire was signed on October 30). The mission probably

remained in Algeria through the end of the year, training the Algerians.
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It withdrew in early January. Cuban-Moroccan diplomatic relations,

severed during the crisis, then resumed.

The Cubans' interest in Africa remained high in 1964, probably

increasing as their isolation from Latin America became more complete.

Che Guevara's trip to Africa late that year signalled a new round of

activism.

In the course of his three-month trip, Guevara spoke out in

support of rebel forces in Congo-Leopoldville (now Zaire). He also met

with the leaders of the liberation movements in Portugal's African

colonies -- Angola, Mozambique, and Portuguese Guinea -- and pledged

Cuban aid to all three movements, as well as to the Zairean rebels.

Cuban ships delivered arms to Congo-Brazzaville (home base

fox the Popular Movement for the Liberation of Angola, the MPLA) in

mfd-1965, and to Guinea (home base for t1e African Party for the

Independence of Portuguese Guinea and the Cape Verde Islands, the

PAIGC) about a year later. Cuban support of the Front for the Libera-

tion of Mozambique (FRELIMO), based in Tanzania, is harder to establish,

but Cuban instructors were apparently serving in guerrilla training

camps in Tanzania by the late 1960s. Much earlier, Cuban military

advisers, Che Guevara among them, were serving in the field with guer-

rilla groups in Zaire.

Guevara entered Zaire via Tanzania with a small band of

Cubans in April 1965. He was joined in July by perhaps 200 additional

men, who entered Zaire through neighboring Congo-Brazzaville. But
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the Cubans found the rebel forces unwilling to fight and their leaders

corrupt. After Zaire's Chief of Staff, Gen. Mobutu, seized power in

a military coup in November 1965, Guevara and his men departed, probably

joining the growing Cuban mission in Congo-Brazzaville.

The Brazzaville mission marks a turning point in Cuban

military diplomacy in Africa. Its origins may be traced in pan:t to

the wave of military coups that toppled many African governments in

1965 and 1966. Among the leaders ousted were two of Cuba's best

friends in Africa, Algeria's Ben Bella and Ghana's Nkrumah. With

their downfall, Cuba lost both of its African guerrilla training bases.

When new bases were established, in Congo-Brazzaville and Guinea, Cuba

devoted more attention to protecting the host "progressive" governments.

Consolidating revolutiunary gains already made became as important as

promoting revolution anew.

Cuba's fresh experience in combating energetic counter-

revolutionary activities at home suited it, perhaps uniquely, to that

task. Thus, from 1965 on, Cuba devoted a large part of its advisory

effort in Africa to the training of popular militias, under the con-

trol of ruling parties, as counterweights to the regular armed forces.

Brazzaville was the first of these missions. Cuba did not abandon its

support for African revolutionary movements. But after the disaster

in Zaire, Castro seems to have focused his attention on the task of

liberating the Portuguese colonies and seems generally to have let

established African governments alone.
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The Cuban mission to Congo-Brazzaville grew from perhaps

250 men in mid-1965 to as many as 700 by June 1966, training a popular

militia and serving as a presidential guard. In late June, the Cubans

thwarted an attempted coup by the army, physically protecting govern-

ment and party leaders during three days of unrest. In the wake of the

attempted coup, the Cuban mission grew. By October, it numbered per-

haps 1,00 men, making it half as large as the Congolese National

Army itself. The mission was phased out by the Congolese government

over the next two years, and a successful -- and complicatei -- coup

apparently brought the mission to an end by late 1968.

Not only did the Brazzaville mission train the Con4olese

militia, but at Dolisie, on the Cabinda border, Cuban instructors

traid guerrillas of the Angolan MPLA. Active Cuban support for the

MPLA thus preceded, by about ten years, the arrival of Cuban combat

troops in Angola. Although the Brazzaville mission was phased out,

a small contingent of Cuban instructors appears to have stayed with the

MPLA into the 1970s.

Cuba's mission to the West African nation of Guinea essen-

tially duplicated the one in Brazzaville. Guinea's security-conscious

president, Sekou Toure, requested both a Cuban presidential guard and

Cuban instruztors for Guinea's militia. He received both. Militia

training was underway by December 1966. It continues today.

Cuban advisers probably joined PAIGC guerrillas operating

inside Portuguese Guinea in late 1966. Their presence was first noted
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publicly by the Portuguese in February 1967. As the advisory mission

grew, the Cubans assumed responsibility for logistics, communications,

and other technical services for the guerrillas. They also served in

the field, and suffered casualties.

Cuban activism in Africa trailed off toward the end of the

1960s. The Brazzaville mission essentially ended. The mission to

Guinea and the PAIGC and the small advisory efforts with the MPLA and

FRELIMO were now the only Cuban military missions on the continent; no

new ones were undertaken.

When Cuban activism began to pick up once again in 1971,

attention was first paid to the liberation of Portuguese Guinea. This

was the first mission to receive additional men; by 1974, as maiy as

200 advisers were working with the guerrillas.

New missions in the 1970s included Sierra Leone in 1972, where

Cuban advisers trained a 500-man internal security unit for President

Siaka Stevens. A small contingent of Cuban advisers remains. In 1973,

Cuba sent perhaps 80 military advisers to Equatorial Guinea to train a

militia and other internal security forces as part of a larger, 500-min

Cuban technical assistance mission.

The year 1973 also saw Cuban missions for the first time

in the Middle East, as the geographic scope of Cuban activities

expanded.

A 200-man advisory group -- including, for the first time,

pilots -- was sent to South Yemen in the spring of 1973, in response
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to a request from that country's ruling party. Cuban aid was re-

quested despite the presence ot a Soviet aid mission, because the

Yomenis were appavently dissatisfied with the help they were receiving

from Moscow. The Cuban mission trained the armed forces and militia,

helped the government set up Committees for the Defense of the

Revolution, modeled on those in Cuba, and gave indirect support to

the Dhofar rebellion in neighboring Oman. After Iranian Special

Forces intervened in the Dhofar rebellion on behalf of Oman, Cuba

sent an additional 500 men to South Yemen. Yemen broke off support

for the Dhofaris in early 1976. Tho Cuban mission -- which may

have been drawn down earlier in support of Angola -- was back to

200 men by spring 1976.

During the October War between Israel and the Arab states,

Cuba sent the equivalent of two battalions of tank troops and a

small number of pilots to serve with the Syrians on the Golan

Heights -- the so-called "solidarity front" -- alongside Moroccans,

Jordanians, and Saudis. The Cubans reportedly participated in the

sporadic fighting that continued on the heights until the Syrian-

Israeli disengagement agreement of late May 1974. The troops were

withdrawn in early 1975 after Syria agreed to renew the mandate of

the U.N. peacekeeping force.

Syria represented the second deployment of conventional

Cuban combat troops. As in Algeria ten years before, Cuba came to

the aid of a friend in distress, and the deployment was similar in
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size, but this time the Cubans brought no equipment with them. As

in Algeria, when the immediate crisis ended, the Cubans pulled out.

Another Cuban mission in the 1970s was sent to Sovnalia,

the first advisers arriving in early 1974. There were 50 by 1975,

and the number increased again in 1976, though reports of 600-1,000

Cuban troops were exaggerated. The Somali mission includes 60-70

pilots, but most of the advisers are probably working with Somali

internal security forces and the various guerrilla groups that are

a part of the politics of the Horn of Africa.

Much the same can be said about the Cuban mission to Iraq,

where perhaps 150 advisers arrived in July and August 1976. In

Mozambique, by mid-1976, about 250 Cuban advisers were training

members of the Zimbabwe People's Army (ZIPA). Their numbers had

increased to perhaps 600 by year's end, and the Cubans appear to be

edginq out the Chinese as the guerrillas' primary advisers.

In connection with the continued fighting in Angola, per-

haps 400 Cubans remain stationed in Congo-Drazzaville, where they

support Cuban troops in Angola and nearby Cabinda. As many as 3,O0O

Cuban troops had been reported transferred to the Congo from Angola

in mid-1976. At the opposite end of Angola, Cuban instructors train

guerrillas of the Southwest Africa People's Organization (SWAPO).

South Africa returns the favor by helping Jonas Savimbi's UNITA, which

is still fighting in Angola.

Finally, in the wake of Fidel Castro's recent trip to Africa,

one mission (thus far, numbering about 50) was sent to Ethiopia to train
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the popular militia, and others, of roughly the same size, have been

sent to Zambia (to train Rhodesian guerrillas) and reportedly to Libya

(to serve as presidential guards).

In summary, Cuban foreign policy in Africa has been consistent

for more than a decade, with Cuban advisers training guerrilla groups

and popular militias, and serving in other internal security roles, in

more than a dozen African (and more recently, Middle Eastern) countries.

That policy included support for the Angolan MPLA.

Active Cuban support for the MPLA dates back to 1965. It

developed not only because Agos':inho Neto and his people had the proper

ideological credentials, but because Cuba considered their rivals -•

FNLA leader Holden Roberto, and his patron, President Mobutu of Zaire --

to be tools of the CIA. Havana further accused Mobutu, in the late 1960s,

ot using Cuban exiles both to run Zaire's transport system and to train

the FNLA. The same "counterrevolutionary forces" arrayed against Cuba

itself were thus seen to be arrayed age'nst the MPLA as well. Success

of the MPLA would be both a victory against colonialism and a defeat for

the enemies of the Cuban revolution.

The Angolan civil war represented the playing out of these and

other long-standing interests in the fate of Portugal's last colony in

Africa. Cuban involvement in that conflict was predictable, given its

specific interests, and its record of military diplomacy in that region,

What the events of 1975 determined was the extent and timing of that

involvement.
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There are a number of good chronologies of events in

Angola in 1975. Suffice it to say here that, as a result of

fighting among the rival liberation groups in March 1975, arms

deliveries to the MPLA by the Soviet bloc were increased. But

what can a largely illiterate guerrilla force do with a growing

inventory of sophisticated weaponry? In May, the MPLA asked for

Cuban advisers. In June, the first 230 Cubans arrived to establish

four training camps in MPLA-held territory in Angola and Cabinda.

This mission was about as large as the one that had been sent to

help the guerrillas in Portuguese Guinea, or the original mission

to South Yemen -- a curious fact, given the greater size of Angola,

unless the initial deployment was what amounted to a standard

training unit.

The scope of the necessary commitment probably became

clear soon after this first contingent of advisers arrived. A

larger contingent of perhaps 1,500 Cubans -- what Havana calls

"instructors" and what the U.S. calls "combat troops" -- reached

Angola aboard Cuban ships in late September and early October.

Some of these troops manned the Cuban training camps, while others

joined MPLA forces in the field. They were, in short, both instruc-

tors and combat troops. But this does not necessarily contradict

Cuba's later claim not to have sent "combat units" until South African

forces had intervened in strength. As in Portuguese Guinea, Cuban

troops appear to have been serving with MPLA units, at this point,

rather uian in units of their own. Even South Africa's account of
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the fighting (as given in a widely reported press release of February

1977) seems to refer to separate Cuban combat units only after the

first week of November. Furthermore, given the ratios of troops to

advisors maintained by Cuba in Portuguese Guinea and South Yemen

(between 20:1 and 50:1), and the size oi the advisory task in Angola

(to train an army of 30,000 men), a 1,500-man advisory group was

not outsized. The effort, though greater, was consistent with

previous Cuban behavior.

The Cuban six-month training timetable was set back when

the South African-supported mechanized column entered the war on

October 23. The Cuban mission, and the war, were soon in serious

danger. Cuba responded with an air/sea trooplift (and the Soviet

Union responded with an arms airlift) as Angola swiftly became Cuba's

first conventional war. The South African intervention was not a

post facto rationalization for Cuban involvement, but a real threat

to Cuban lives and to Cuba's ten-year commitment to the MPLA.

Cuba's Africa policy dates from the mid-1960s, and in its

earlier stages, Cuba's involvement in Angola tracked closely with

that policy. Given that much, what can be said about the concept

of proxy war and the contention that the Cubans merely function

as surrogates for the Soviets in Africa, at Moscow's behest?

Cuba's present policy toward Africa evolved during a

period of tension in Cuban-Soviet relations that has been well docu-

mented in the scholarly literature. Castro crossed Soviet policy

in South America by supportirg armed struggle as the only means of
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bringing on the revolution. His support for guerrilla groups under-

mined the quiet "united front" strategies of the pro-Soviet Latin

communist parties.

At home, Castro flouted the Soviet model of development

and eased out of power most of Cuba's so-called "old communists",

replacing them with his own men. A number of them were accused of

conspiring against the government. This "microfaction", as Castro

called it, wanted to bring Cuba's revolution in line with Soviet

policy, and sought Soviet political and economic pressure against

Castro's "petty bourgeois" regime to that end. The trial and im-

prisonment of the microfaction in early 1968 marked the nadir of

Cuban-Soviet relations. Yet, six months later, Fidel Castro was one

of the few communist leaders outside the Warsaw Pact to endorse the

invasion of Czechoslovakia. In the interim, the Soviet Union had

apparently exerted the kind of ecanomic pressure that the micro-

faction's leaders had sought. Indeed, all Cuban criticism of the

Soviet Union ceased. Beyond that, Cuban support for guerrilla groups

in Latin America began to dry up. By early 1970, guerrilla leaders

in Venezuela and Colombia were castigating Castro's "betrayal" of

proletarian internationalism.

Cuban missions to Africa also tailed off in the late 1960s,

but the drawdown began before the arrest of the microfaction and

the subsequent Soviet clampdown, suggesting that factors other than

Soviet pressure were responsible for this decline. One was probably

the decline of the Cuban economy -- pushed to collapse in 1970 --
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and the dwindling availability of funds to support overseas missions.

Another was clearly the political unrest in the Congo. When the

Cuban mission was asked to leave, it left, and no other countries

asked for Cuban help.

Similarly, a recovering Cuban economy and increases in the

number of targets of opportunity in Africa and the Middle East can

account in part for the rise in Cuban activism in the 1970s. Cuban-

Soviet relations have grown closer, and this cooperation has increased

Cuban capabilities, through Soviet-assisted retraining and reorganiza-

tion of the armed forces. But the increase in cooperation seems not

to have affected Cuban intentions. Indeed, Cuba's Africa policy

today seems indistinguishable from what it was in 1966, when Moscow

and Havana were at odds.

This suggests very strongly that Cuban activities in

Africa have their roots in Cuban, rather than Soviet, interests and

motives, undermining the "proxy" model of Cuban behavior. The record

of Cuban activities, furthermore, shows considerablo precedent for

the initial Cuban deployments to Angola and suggests ample incentives

for Cuban participation in that conflict, apart from any reasons

the Soviets may have had for wanting the Cubans to be there. If

Cuban behavior in Angol~served Soviet interests, Soviet behavior

equally served Cuban interests -- the two sets converged. Many accounts

of Angola have focused on Soviet interests alone. This leads to p

characterization of Angola as a war by proxy -- with patron and

clients, chessmaster and pawns -- when it might better be characterized

as a war waged by allies, which the Marxist allies won.
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Future Cuban activities in Africa will depend in part on

the effects of continued fighting in Angola, and on the unfolding

of events in Rhodesia. But the consistency of Cuban policy, its

relative longevity, and the results of Castro's recent trip suggest

that Cuban activism in Africa is likely to continue. Cuban military

missions in Africa, long part of local politics, appear to be on the

continent to stay.
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