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The 1977-78 confrontation between Ecuador and Peru was defused by
the military governments in both countries while the 1981 miniwar oc-
curred while both were democratic governments. This correlation only
proves that no simple relation between type of government and the evolu-
tion of disputes exists. A look at the next severe military clash between Ec-
uador and Peru helps us think about the relationship more cleatly.

FAILURE OF DETERRENCE IN 1995

For thirty-four days in eatly 1995 Ecuador and Peru sustained their most
serious military confrontation since 1941. Both sides deployed sophisticated
aircraft and Ecuador used moder intelligence technology. Armed forces
mobilized in the jungle region of the actually fighting, and along the west
coast, including the navies. Ecuador called up its reserves.s? Despite initial
successes against Peruvian attacks, Duran Ballén feared Peruvian escalation.
The military had confidence in their ability to defend, but Durin Ballén did
not and appealed for mediation.

The 1995 war occurred after Peru had demonstrated its resolve in the
1981 miniwar, and after a series of militarized disputes (nine in the fourteen
years between these two episodes). Was Peru’s deterrence credibility some-
how undermined during the intervening period? Or did domestic politics in
Ecuador push leaders into misinterpreting or ignoring Peruvian deterrence
policies? Once again we turn to interests, reputation, capability and signal-
ing, as well as the domestic political context, to evaluate the failure of Pe-
ruvian deterrence.

Balance of Interests. Peruvian behavior in 1981 demonstrated that its
commitment to the intrinsic interests in the Amazon remained as strong as
ever. Ecuador’s military preparations for its incursions into the region were
based on the expectation that the moment would come when Peru would
react militarily (see below under capabilities). Ecuador constructed outposts
in the region in 1987 without incident, but Peru considered that locale to be
Ecuadoran. In 1991 skirmishing among patrols almost escalated, but was
papered over by another “Gentleman’s Agreement” which, short of build-

were holding their own and civilians capitulated. On the other hand, Army chief general
Paco Moncayo claimed that, as a result of having focused on governing the country between
1973 and 1979, the armed forces were not ready to defend themselves against a broad Peru-
vian attack in 1981. Interview, August 16, 1995.

62. Gabriel Marcella, “War and Peace in the Amazon: Strategic Implications for the
United States and Latin America of the Ecuador-Peru War of 1995 (typescript, U.S. Army
War College, Department of National Security and Strategy, 1 September 1995), 2-3.
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ing confidence, provided more grievances as the Peruvians later refused to
abandon the outpost in question.63

Peruvian president Fujimori returned to offering Ecuador the carrot of
economic integration and development plans in 1992-93. In addition, he
was willing to negotiate regional economic cooperation programs with
Chile without demanding that it relinquish territory seized from Peru last
century. Coming on the heels of the 1991 near-crisis and the experience of
1981, however, it would not be reasonable to think that these economic
cooperation proposals signified a diminution of Peruvian interests in con-
trolling sovereign access to the Amazon. Ecuadorian plans for a military
confrontation in the disputed sector (see below) indicate that they expected
Peru to contest their advances.

Reputation. Peru’s aggressive reputation in Ecuador remained intact. Mili-
taty and public opinion in Ecuador continued to harbor an image of Peru
as an “enemy” country.® 1981 confirmed Ecuadorian expectations that
Peru would fight again at some point if Ecuador insisted on sovereign ac-
cess. Between the 1981 and 1995 wars there were nine MIDs, and although
some confrontations ended with local confidence-building measures, the
Peruvians always demonstrated their unwillingness to accept anything but
the status quo frontier. Confidence-building measures and agreements to
withdraw from forward positions did not keep Peruvian and Ecuadorian
troops from exchanging gunfire in 1985 (twice) or April 1988, nor did it
keep Peru from mobilizing its forces on the border in 1989 (Table 2).

Peru’s reputation influenced both the military and civilians in Ecuador.
The Ecuadorian military’s plan for defending the forward positions they
were constructing was based on the expectation that Peru would respond
with the same level and type of force as in 1981 (see below). Civilian leaders
tried to walk a thin line between keeping the dispute alive and imbued with
Peruvian threats, but not crossing the threshold into full-scale war.

Capabilities: Military and Diplomatic. This is the key to understanding the
failure of deterrence in 1995. Unlike previous episodes (1941 and 1981),
Ecuadorian military analysts now perceived a favorable local balance of
military power and believed that they could defend Ecuador against Peru-
vian escalation. This represents a dramatic turnaround, caused by Peruvian
complacency and diversion, as well as Ecuadorian innovation.

63. E/ Universo (Quito) special supplement “Ni Un Paso Atras,” 22 March 1995, 2.

64. See Table 1 for public opinion and interviews with military officers in August and
September 1995.



Deterrence Bargaining in the Ecuador—Peru Enduring Rivalyy 117

My interviews as well as published accounts in Ecuador indicated that
Ecuador’s militaty learned the lessons of their defeat in 1981.55 In a future
clash they expected Peru to adopt similar tactics: fighter bomber and heli-
copter attacks, parachuting troops into the remote region, and threatening
to escalate the dispute into Ecuador. Military strategists prepared to meet
this challenge and do it relatively cheaply. They chose terrain which would
linit the maneuverability of aircraft (with the mountains at theit back and
steep mountains on each side Peruvian aircraft had to come from one di-
rection), make it difficult to detect Ecuadorian defenses (triple canopy jun-
gle allowed soldiers to sit hidden in trees with SAMs), and hard to penetrate
on foot (cheap Chinese plastic antipersonnel mines awaited them). Weap-
ons purchases seem to have been secret.5 Effective lines of communication
(a system of footpaths leading back to Ecuadorian base camps and villages)
were developed. They also contracted Israeli and Chilean intelligence and
communication experts to create a system to intercept Peruvian communi-
cations. Finally, they prepared national defenses in case of escalation, in-
cluding getting the Navy out of port quickly.6?

The Ecuadorians patiently waited for the right moment. In 1987 they
discovered a new Peruvian outpost, Pachacutec, in territory recognized as
Ecuadorian during the demarcation which occurred in the 1940s. Rather
than denounce it, they waited until 1991 to make it an issue.®® During the
1991 controversy they did not back down and conflict was avoided by a
gentleman’s agreement establishing a security zone and the mutual with-
drawal of forces from two outposts. Neither side withdrew, producing a
stalemate unchanged by MIDs in 1993 and 1994, until Peru decided to insure
an Ecuadorian retreat. These events suggest that Ecuador was ready to
militarily contest Peru by 1991, but needed Peru to initiate the fighting.

As important as the tactical, technical, and logistical improvements were,
Ecuadorians also monitored the Peruvian institutional context. Ecuador’s
military command believed that the Peruvian military became demoralized
and corrupted after a decade of fighting a civil war against both guerrillas

65. Confidential interviews August 1995; and interviews with Dr. Luis Proafio, political
advisor, Ministry of Defense, Quito, 14 August 1995; and Col. Hernandez, Personal Secre-
tary to the Minister of Defense (and commander of the Tiwintza defense during the war), 14
August 1995; Gen. Vargas Pazzos, Tiwintza, 45-62.

66. ACDA does not record China having delivered or made any agreements to deliver
arms to Ecuador from 1979 to 1993. U.S. Arms Control and Disarmament Agency (ACDA),
World Military Expenditures and Arms Transfers, vols. 1985 and 1993-94 (Washington, D.C.: U.S.
Government Printing Office, 1995), 133 and 140, respectively.

67. Ecuadorian, Peruvian, and U.S. military and civilian analysts, confidential interviews
with author, August and September 1995. ‘

68. Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Haca La Solucion , 145.
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and the drug trade (during which the institution was heavily criticized for
human rights abuses and in which officers succumbed to “narcodollars”).
Fujimori’s interference with the military chain of command in order to as-
sure personal loyalty was also believed to have negatively affected Peru’s
military. Peru was expected to be surprised by Ecuadorian defensive capa-
bilities, waste significant tesources in trying to overwhelm them and be un-
able to adjust its local strategy before the costs of the war forced Peru to
either escalate or negotiate a cease-fire. Faced with significant losses in the
Amazon, aware that Ecuador’s Navy had already left port, and observing
the mobilized Army in the south, Peru was expected to negotiate.

Ecuadorian calculations assumed that the changed military balance would
also produce 2 shift in the diplomatic balance. The international community
had repeatedly demonstrated that the Ecuador-Peru border dispute lacked
the importance to attract “effective” attention (defined by pressuring Peru
to negotiate). The next clash, inevitable as it was, would force the interna-
tional community to remain involved until it resolved the dispute. Ecuador
would not cede its new outposts until it attained a solution: “Not One Step
Back” became the national slogan.

Civilian policymakers in Ecuador lacked the military’s confidence. They
were aware of the preparations, but were not willing to gamble that the
diplomatic balance had changed as well. Many in the Foreign Ministry now
favored returning to inapplicability thesis.®® As the fighting developed,
Durin Ballén informed the National Security Council that he would ask the
guarantor countries to mediate. From the civilian perspective, Ecuador’s
advantage lay in demonstrating good faith in the guarantors while Peru at-
tempted militarily to dislodge the outposts.

Credible Signaling. Peru’s signals to Ecuador that it was engaging in a firm
but flexible deterrence strategy were undoubtedly credible. Fujimori made a
number of public decisions which implied great domestic political risks for
him,” and his own personal authoritarian traits demonstrated his commit-

69. Latin American Regional Reports—Andean Group 14 November 1991, 6.

70. Any Peruvian politician who advocated a conciliatory policy toward an Ecuador which
did not recognize Peruvian sovereignty over the Cordillera del Condor region ran electoral
risks. The 1995 war occurred during the presidential campaign. Fujimori’s opponent, former
UN secretary-general Javier Pérez de Cuellar and his military advisors, publicly wondered
about Fujimori’s ability to defend Peruvian interests. In response, Fujimori claimed that his
conciliatory policies had been designed to deceive Ecuador, and increased efforts to win on
the battlefield. Hoy, 22 March 1995, 3 April 1995; Abraham Lamas, “Ecuador—Peru: Quién
Gan6 y Quién Perdié en la Guerra Empatada,” InterPress Service, 10 March 1995. Since
Fujimori was not planning on ceding a sovereign access to Ecuador and regional economic
development fits in with his neoliberal outlook (he sought similar programs with Chile), one
should take this claim to be defensive campaign rhetoric. In March he offered Ecuador the
carrot of a possible free zone in the Amazon, but as a result of Congressional opposition, he
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ment to impose high costs on those who opposed his major projects. Fuji-
moti seized upon the 1991 dispute to push for a definitive settlement, al-
though he was criticized in the Congress for not dealing harshly with Ecua-
dot.” In 1991, 92 and 93 he offered Peru a package linking economic de-
velopment projects, a free port on the Amazon, reciprocal security meas-
ures and arms limitations along the border in exchange for a border demar-
cation linked to the Protocol. His trip to Ecuador to offer details on the
proposals was the first by a Peruvian president; he would go three times.

At the same time Fujimori was extending the olive branch (on Peruvian
terms), he demonstrated his unwillingness to compromise on fundamental
points. In eatly 1991 Ecuador asked privately that Peru abandon the
Pachacutec outpost. Peru’s initial threats and subsequent refusal to abide by
the agreement to mutually withdraw forces dramatically increased tensions
and spiraled into the war in 1995. In 1992 Fujimori presented another indi-
cation of his refusal to bargain on major points when he closed Congress,
oversaw the election of a Constituent Assembly, adoption of a new consti-
tution increasing executive powers, and returned the country to democracy,
all in a yeat’s time.

The credibility of Peru’s deterrence strategy was not undermined by al-
lowing Ecuadotian outposts be established or by not escalating the minor
MIDs which occurred between 1981 and 1995. Neither did the confidence-
building measures among military personnel in the Cordillera del Céndor
zone.”? Ecuador’s strategy was based on the belief that Peru would respond
at some point, thereby making Ecuador appear to be the victim of aggres-
sion once again. To understand why Ecuador not only continued to dispute
the issue, but also sought viable ways to contest it, we need to turn to do-
mestic politics.

Impact of democratic institutions and domestic politics. After the miniwar of 1981
Ecuador’s Foreign Ministry undertook a national opinion survey on the
issue. The diplomatic corps perceived Ecuador’s strategy as fundamentally
flawed because it contested the principle of the sanctity of treaties and sac-
rificed national development to a vague territorial issue. The opinion poll,
however, confirmed the popularity of the strategy of nullification and sov-

retracted it. Latin America Data Base, No#iSur—Latin American Political Affairs, 10 March
1995. Fujimori won in a landslide in Apsil, although his victory probably had more to do
with his success in bringing down inflation and curbing the Sendero Luminoso guerrillas
than with the war.

71. Pons Muzzo, Estudio Historico, 364.

72. Ibid., 362
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ereign access.” In 1983 Congress reaffirmed the nullification of the Proto-
col. As Table 1 demonstrated, Ecuadorians have a sophisticated view of the
border issue, believing the border issue obstructs development and that the
country should have free trade with Peru, but that Peru is an “enemy”
country. It appears that Ecuadorians expect Peru to make the concession
which would improve relations. These opinion polls corroborate the anec-
dotal evidence politicians see in public demonstrations and small shops
that ceding on the sovereign access issue could cost someone an election.

As the war began, Durin Ballén had severe domestic political problems,
but the war was popular, and his standings in the poll soared.” The con-
frontation was not a diversionary tactic, however. Ecuadorian planning for
a major confrontation began before Duran Ballén’s tenure. The president
and his civilian advisors believed that a major war would be disastrous for
Ecuador. Rather than demand an immediate solution, he used the domestic
euphoria of the initial military successes to confuse the nullification issue
and focus on the inapplicability track. Duran Ballen believed that this step
would enable the guarantors to play a more fruitful role in the negotiations
which were bound to follow the military clash. Neither the military nor na-
tionalist civilians made an issue of the change, because nullification had not
brought sovereign access and inapplicability still allowed pursuit of that
goal. Instead these social forces focused on defending the gains made in
January 1995.

The impact of democracy is not limited to electoral constraints on poli-
ticians. The return of democracy contributed to the 1995 war in two ways.
The Ecuadorian military could focus on “professionalizing,” which meant
preparation to defend against its most likely foreign adversary, Peru. Civil-
ians also pushed for “professionalization” as a means of insuring the con-
tinuation of democracy. Thus even as the military’s share of GNP declined
dramatically under democracy, their capacity increased greatly.’s The result-
ing shift in the balance of military capabilities allowed Ecuador to pursue a

73. The poll is discussed in Ministry of Foreign Affawrs, Hada la Solucion, 192-93; diplo-
matic sentiment is discussed in Latin American Regronal Reports 14 November 1991, 6.

74. In August 1995 I observed hand-made signs and cartoons placed in shops which cele-
brated the “victory” of Tiwintza and ridiculed Peruvian soldiers.

75. Interview, Proafio.

76. ACDA estimates of Ecuadorian military expenditures as a percent of GNP indicate that
they were never large. A slight increase developed after the military government had been in
power for a few years (from 2.1 percent to 2.4 percent, except for 1978 when it reached 2.9
percent), followed by a slight decline with the return of democracy to the level of the early
years of military government, an important increase after the 1981 miniwar (reaching 3.3
percent in 1983), and declining dramatically after 1987, reaching 1.1 percent in 1993. World
Mibktary Expenditures, vols. 1985 and 1993-94, 60 and 61, respectively.
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strategy reminiscent of the eatly 1950s: diplomatic appeals to the interna-
tional community underpinned by a level of military tension in the zone of
conflict. In this context, Peru’s resoluteness in defending its gains in the
1941 wat, far from deterring Ecuador, ensured that militarization of dis-
putes would plague the enduring rivalry.

THE COMPLEXITY OF RATIONAL DETERRENCE

AT DOES THIS analysis of the Ecuador-Peru enduring rivalry suggest
about the utility of rational deterrence theory? The dominant impres-
sion one receives when considering Ecuadorian behavior after the 1941 war
is one of a resolute and innovative rational challenger, even as governments
changed and the role of the military in politics shifted. The evidence sug-
gests that Ecuador knew that Peru had the interest and military capability to
make deterrence in the military realm credible. Rather than being deterred
by Peru’s threat to escalate if necessary, Ecuadorians sought a strategy
which would allow them to continue to pursue their goal but minimize the
chances of escalation. Their strategy for challenging the status quo mixed
diplomatic and military components and was based upon the expectation of
forceful mediation by a third party, the international community. Overall,
they performed very well, easing up on the military pressure when things
threatened to get out of hand and correctly perceiving the moment at which
Peru was militarily vulnerable.

Given Ecuador’s goal, it made only two mistakes. One resulted from the
complexity and ambiguity of Peruvian deterrence signals from 1977 to 1981
and the other lay in rejecting the Protocol. The first error was remedied
with an innovative and far-reaching change in military doctrine and force
posture. It took a while longer for politicians to overcome the second mis-
take, but Duran Ballén acted quickly when presented with the opportunity.

Rational detetrence theory does not escape unscathed, however. With
regard to the strictly military aspects of detetrence, Ecuador’s decision to
challenge would have seemed incomprehensible except perhaps after 1981.
Military confrontations formed part of Ecuador’s strategy for challenging
the status quo, but they played a secondary role. They were designed to be
limited probes and constitute controlled pressure tactics in a scheme which
would draw the only resource which could provide Ecuador with sovereign
access to the Amazon: international pressure on Peru. Peru’s deterrence
strategy failed, both in general and immediate terms, largely because Peru
could not influence Ecuador’s calculations of the likelihood of international
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mediation. There were too many potential mediators (the United States,
OAS, UN, and the Pope) and too many instances of international intervention
for Ecuador to believe that no one would play an active role if the Ecua-
dot-Peru dispute heated up sufficiently. Critics of deterrence who focus on
its limitations and underdeveloped state have a point here.”

Appreciating the complexity and sophistication of Ecuador’s strategy
helps us understand why neither interest nor reputation played an impor-
tant role in the credibility of Peru’s deterrence strategy. Except for a brief
period from 1968 to 1977 Ecuador accepted Perw’s intrinsic interest in the
Amazon and its reputation as an aggressor. Again, except for this period,
Peru signaled clearly and Ecuador understood.

As to the balance of capabilities, on the military front Ecuador read
Peru’s capabilities correctly and took appropriate actions. Usually that
meant backing off, but Peru’s internal situation after 1981 presented Ecua-
dot with an opportunity to develop a short-term scenario for a military
stalemate. It was in the balance of diplomatic capabilities that Ecuador
consistently miscalculated, but the costs wete generally minimal and Peru
did not develop a strategy to deter Ecuador in this arena. Critics of deter-
rence theory make another important point by noting that challengers seek
strategies to citcumvent the defender’s superiority.”

There is no evidence that Ecuador’s internal political problems affected
its deterrence calculations. Sovereign access to the Amazon has been a na-
tional, not partisan goal. Civilians and the military both seek the same ends
and both have been respectful of Peru’s military capabilities. Although the
military may not have entirely agreed with the decisions taken by the civilian
presidents on how to terminate the military conflicts in 1981 and 1995, they
did not oppose them. Presidents Galo Plaza and Velasco Ibatra faced no
internal opposition when they declared the Protocol inapplicable and null,
respectively. Although Durin Ballén faced significant domestic political
problems, the clash’s timing was determined by Peru’s decision to attack
the outposts. Duran Ballén moved quickly to limit and defuse the conflict.

Democracy in Ecuador may have facilitated conflict and, in conjunction
with Peruvian military capabilities, limited its escalation. Since the return of
democracy to Ecuador in 1979, four presidents oversaw the expansion of
military capability and were willing to keep the border militarized until
achieving sovereign access to the Amazon. They were nationalists, but pub-
lic opinion in Ecuador also demanded that their elected leaders pursue this

77. George and Smoke, “Deterrence and Foreign Policy.”

78. Janis Stein, “Calculation, Miscalculation and Conventional Deterrence,” 58, as cited in
Lieberman, “The Rational Deterrence Theory Debate,” 13.
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goal. The result was a major clash in 1981 and a short war in 1995. It was
also the president in both instances, however, who made the decision not
to escalate further. The military seemed willing to take more punishment in
1981 and trusted its ability to defend in 1995, but the presidents were un-
willing to risk further escalation. Democracy in Peru appears irrelevant to
the credibility of its deterrence signals: the only period in which its deter-
rence was questioned spanned a transition to democracy, 1977-81.

The longitudinal analysis made possible by focusing on an enduring -
valry reveals the dynamic character of Ecuadorian calculations. Lieberman’s
argument that deterrence must fail occasionally in order to be credible,
however, was not confirmed. The war in 1941 was a major deterrence fail-
ure, with disastrous consequences for the challenger. Yet Ecuador began
challenging as soon as it designed an alternative to the military challenge.
Deterrence failed again in 1981, but it only stimulated a new attempt to in-
novate. Will the failure of deterrence in 1995 bring deterrence stability? The
absence of a theoty of learning in Lieberman’s argument means that we are
left with the empirical observation that sometimes failure is followed by
success. When deterrence fails we wish that it works the next time, but at
this stage we do not have a good argument for why we should expect it.

Rational deterrence theory emerges from this analysis of an enduring
rivalry as useful, though underdeveloped in important ways. This is good
news for deterrence analysts because they are on the right track and much
work remains if these other factors are to be incorporated into the theory.
What about the “patient,” however—what does a rational deterrence ap-
proach suggest for the future of the Ecuador-Peru enduring rivalry?

Ecuador has essentially been playing a game of chicken with Peru, confi-
dent in its ability to pull back at the last minute. It almost failed in 1995, as
Peru refused to accept the initial battlefield reality and the international
community was initially unable to persuade Peru to accept the stalemate.
Given Peruvian resolve and the impotence of the international community
on this issue (a result of both low interest and capability), my analysis sug-
gests that Ecuador must accept that Amazonian sovereignty cannot be
achieved, but that Ecuador can prosper without it. Ecuador needs an im-
portant popular education campaign, perhaps not unlike the one cartied out
by Us. president Jimmy Carter to sell the Panama Canal treaties. In addition,
the international community has to refuse to offer Ecuador hope that it
might function as a knight in shining armor if the damsel finds itself in se-
vere stress. Finally, an increase in the credibility of Peruvian detetrence in
the contested region can play an important role in helping Ecuador come to
a rational decision favoring termination of this enduring rivalry.
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