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Of Noriega
In Pisarray

" By'Jim McGee

Washington Post Staff Writer

The government’s case against
deposed Panamanian leader Manuel
Antonio Noriega was thrown into
further confusion this week when
federal investigators, probing the
leak of tapes of Noriega’s Miami jail

" cell telephone calls, identified as
* their chief suspect one of the prin-
- cipal government witnesses against

Noriega. :

On Thursday five Federal Bureau
of Investigation agents, acting with
a federal warrant, searched the

" home of Jose Blandon, seizing doc-

uments, computer disks and a fac-
simile ‘machine. On Friday, they
searched his safety deposit box.
But Blandon, a former Panama-
nian diplomat who provided pros-
ecutors with much of the informa-
tion used in indicting Noriega in
1988 on drug-related racketeering
charges, emphatically denied being

the source of the leaked tapes. He -

countercharged in an interview that
elements of the U.S. government,
who do not want the Noriega: trial
to go forward, leaked the tapes to
Cable News Network,

“Somebody in the government
was leaking them,” ‘he said.
Throughout the Noriega investiga-
tion, there have been conflicting
views in the U.S. government over
the wisdom of bringing Noriega, an
acknowledged asset of the U.S. in-

telligence community, to trial. Fed-
eral officials saigjast week that doc-
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uments likely to be presented dur-
ing the trial are potentially embar-
rassing to some government agen-
cies. '

The possible undermining of
Blandon’s credibility as a witness
against Noriega could have severe
repetcissions for the case. The:tri-
al is scheduled to begin Jan. 28,
more than a year after Noriega was
arrested when U.S. forces invaded
Panama. .

At the same time, Blandon,

. Judge William Hoeveler offering the

whom the government acknowi-
edges it asked to listen to a number
of the Noriega tapes in its posses-
sion, said in the interview that they
included several conversations be-
tween Noriega and his lawyers. Ac-
knowledgement of the taping of an-
other such conversation, broadcast -
by CNN, led defense lawyers last
month to seek dismissal of the

charges on grounds that the attor-

ney-client privilege had been vio-
lated. i
Blandon said he traveled to Drug
Enforcement Administration head-
quarters in Miami five times in May
and June to assist agents in sifting -
through possible evidence against
Noriega, including 22 tapes of No-
riega telephone conversations. He
said DEA agents were present at all
times that he had access to the
‘tapes, from which he made only
written notes. -

Blandon, who asked that the ex-
act location . of his residence in a
southwestern state not be disclosed
because he said. he fears for his .
safety, said he was also requested
to and provided a written summary
of the tapes for Noriega prosecutor:
Patrick Sullivan. He said. that the
summary referred. to several calls
between Noriega and the office of |
his Miami defense attorney, Frank
Rubino, ' '

In at least one of those calls, he |
said,  Noriega proposed contacts

.between his lawyer and that of Luis -

det Cid, a former Noriega associate, |
This week, del Cid pleaded guilty to
reduced drug charges, and agreed !
to testify against Noriega. ;

The public saga of the Noriega
tapes began Nov. 7, when CNN .
broadcast excerpts of Noriega’s '
calls. On Nov. 8, the network defied
a federal court order and broadcast
a more extended version of a call
between Noriega and his defense
team, prompting’ a controversy
about whether DEA agents and fed-
eral prosecutors got inside informa-
tion about the Noriega’s defense
strategy. l

‘The controversy ended up in the -
U.S. Supreme Court, which tempo-
rarily upheld the restraint order
until the lower court reviewed the
seven taped conversations in CNN’s
possession and determined there
we}iv. only the one attorney-client
call.

On Friday, prosecutors in Miami
filed a motion with U.S. District

government’s version of the tape
controversy. It acknowledged that
procedures set up to screen agents
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and prosecutors from Noriega’s
conversations with his lawyers
were not always followed.

The motion also confirms some
of the details in the account provid-
ed by Blandon, It said “At the end of
June, 1990, 22 tapes . . . were re-
viewed, under the direction and su-
pervision of the DEA case agents,
by a person assisting DEA. A writ-
ten synopsis of these tapes were
prepared by this reviewer.”

One official. involved in the case '

stressed that not every conversa-

tions between a defendant and. his
lawyer falls under the protection.
Attorneys could not have éxpected
privacy, he said, because they knew
the line was monitored.

A spokesperson for the Miami
U.S. Attorney’s office said Friday
that “The prosecutors have not lis-
tened” any of the Noriega tapes, but
said “we're neither confirming or
denying” that the prosecutors may
have received Blandon’s summary
of the calls that he reviewed.

Blandon served as Panama’s con-

sul general in New York, before -

breaking with Noriega and becom-
ing his chief public accuser, first
during Senate hearings in 1988, and
later before a Miami federal grand
jury that relied upon his testimony

in its indictment. Former assistant
U.S. attorney Richard Gregorie,
who drafted the indictment, said
that Blandon was the key witness
concerning allegations that Noriega
met with Cuban leader Fidel Castro
to settle a dispute between Noriega

and the Medellin drug cartel. That . g

meeting is the basis for one count in
the indictment against Noriega.

By Blandon’s account, during the
11 months since Noriega’s arrest
he has often been consulted by DEA
agents and prosecutors to interpret
the meaning of various documents
and conversations. v _

In May, Blandon ‘said, DEA
agents asked him to.come to Miami,
first to cull through thousands of
documents seized in the invasion.

Working off a master [ist, he said,
he made notes about Noriega’s fi-
nances and the names of possible
witnesses against him.| - )

In the end, however| he said the
DEA agents were disappointed with
evidence provided by |the written

incriminates " Noriega
said. At that point, he sai
against Noriega was “ni
vas the prosecutors
liked. Vel

Throughout this perigd, Noriega

was spending dozens of hours each '
week making - telephone calls to

Panama and around thg world from

his cell at the Metropolitan Correc-.

tional Center in Miami, despite

warnings that they were monitored.

The government subpgened tapes
of the calls as part of ils investiga-

tion, and the Bureau of Prisons pre-
pared casettes of excerpts taken
from its large reel to re¢l recorder.
" A senior government|official said
DEA asked that the prison officials
screen the calls for attprney-cliént
conversations. -According to their
motion filed Friday, prosecutors
“took steps“ to ensure [they would
not “inadvertently obtain“ calls be-
tween Noriega and his lawyers.

A March 6, 1990, memorandum
from prosecutors to the DEA, re-

ferred to in the motion, said the-

tapes should be screened first by an
“outside™ DEA agent who was not
part of the prosecution:team in or-
der to ensure there were no attor-
ney-client conversationson the sub-
poenaed tapes.

‘But that process was less orderly
than prosecutors expected, partly

. used by Noriega. “The ta )
code and he is very difficult to unz

in. its .motion. that the

because of the Panaman‘t:n slang~
s are in

derstand,” Blandon said. . ”
The government a

screening process was
disregarded, and said that i
instead of the “outside” |agent, a’
“person assisting DEA“ reviewed'
the tapes “under the direction and’
supervision of the DEA ' cas&.
agents,” an apparent’ reference t&f
Blandon. = th

Blandon said he spent|five full

days listening to 22 tapes in a roont:
at the DEA’s Miami field office.:
-“When [ went to lunch, I left all my:
stuff open on the table,” Blandon
said, adding that he was “never left
alone, never took anything.” »
As he worked, he sadid, he made
detailed notes on a legal pad. Blan-
don said that after his initial revieW
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of the conversations, he used these
notes to brief a large group of DEA
agents, He said that during this first
briefing he mentioned the conver-
sations with lawyers, including the
discussion with Rubino. ,

it “ read my notes,” Blandon said, -
during a “group meeting to discuss
the tapes. I told them I had heard
Noriega talking to his lawyer about
del Cid.” He said, “In that meeting
they told me about the problem
with the lawyers.”

* Blandon ‘said he was staying at

* the Embassy Suits Hotel near Mi-

dmi ‘ International Airport, regis-
tered under-the alias. On his final
day in Miami, he said, he was vis-

ited there by Sullivan, who asked
for a briefing on the tapes. “I men-
tioned eéverything,” Blandon said,
including the del Cid conversation.
“I discussed this with Sullivan.” The
prosecution spokesperson declined
Friday to respond to questions
about Blandon’s statements regard-
ing prosecutors.

That weekend, Blandon said, he
returned to his home where he said
he received a call from a DEA agent
who said the agency “urgently”
wanted a memorandum that dis-
tilled the content of the calls “be-
cause Sullivan was asking for that.”

Blandon said he prepared a six-
page, handwritten memo that be-
gan, “In general terms,. through
these telephone conversations Man-
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uel Antonio Noriega keeps in con-
tact with and imiparts instructions
to his people in Panama, the Domin-
ican Republic, France, Spain, Cal-
ifornia, Costa Rica and his lawyers
inthe U.S.” -

At one point the memorandum
said, “On tape 52 Noriega gives in-
structions to his lawyers to talk
with the lawyers of Luis del Cid.” At
another point it said, “On tape 51
Noriega talks with his lawyers and
coordinates his version for the U.S.
communications media.”

Blandon said he faxed this doc-
ument to DEA’s Miami office, ad-
dressed to the attention of DEA
Special Agent Steve Grilli, on a ma-
chine that was seized Thursday
from his home by FBI agents.

Shortly after sending the fax,
Blandon said, a- DEA agent called

back with an English language

translation of the memorandum.
“The FBJ told me yesterday that
they have that memorandum, the
memo that I sent to Mr. Grilli,”
Blandon faid in the Friday inter-
view.

In its jmotion, the government
confirmed that the summary spoke
of a call to Noriega’s lawyer, but
said a DEA agent decided it was not
ivileged attorney-client conver-
ere was a reference in

tween Notiega and his attorney. A
further check by a second outside
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attorney-client conversations on the
tape. In August this second outside
DEA agent reported there were no
privileged conversations between
Noriega and his attorneys on the
particular taped check.”

Blandon said that he first became
concerned about the tapes when he
learned of an October article in
Newsday, the Long Island, N.Y.,
newspaper, that cited tape record-
ings. “Somebody in the government
was leaking them,” he claimed, be-
fore the CNN broadcasts in Novem-
ber. ’

Last week Judge Hoeveler order
release of transcripts of the seven
taped conversations obtained by
CNN; the transcripts were pre-
pared by court personnel after CNN
turned over the tapes under a court
order, _ '

The transcripts contain several
references to “overlapping conver-

pointed to Blandon,
rrant used to search
house Thursday, the
said it sought “notes,
ents...and me-
egarding” telephone
conversations involving Noriega,
financial information regarding
Noriega and his associates, tele-
phone numbers of people con-
tacted by Blandon regarding No-
riega -and facsimile transmission
equipment “which are evidence of
theft and canversion of U.S, gov=
ernment praperty.” o

Staff writers Laura Parker in
Miami, Michael Isikoffin

Blandon’s
governmen
papers, d
moranda

 Washington|and Joe Pichirallo in

Los Angeles contributed to this
report it SR




