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T
HE U.S. STATE DEPARTMENT IS SECRETLY FUN

neling millions of dollars to Latin Ameri
can journalists, according to documents 

obtained inJune under the Freedom of Informa
tion Act (FOIA). ] The 20 documents released to 
this author-including grant proposals, awards, 
and quarterly reports-show that between 2007 
and 2009, the State Department's little-known 
Bureau of Democracy, Human Rights and Labor 
(state.govlgldrl) channeled at least $4 million to 

journalists in Bolivia, Guatemala, Haiti , Nicara
gua, and Venezuela, through the Pan American 
Development Foundation (PADF, padforg), a 
Washington-based grant maker.2 The docu
ments shed light on one small portion of the 
overall U.S. effort to covertly fund journalists all 
over the world . 

The records released thus far pertain only to 
one particular program, called "Fostering Yledia 
Freedom in Venezuela," for which the State De
partment gave PADF $700,000 for the period 
2007-09 . The program provides journalism 
grants to unnamed individuals and sponsors 
journalism education programs at four regional 
universities .3 In carrying out this project, PADF 
collaborated with Venezuelan media NGOs as
sociated with the country's political opposition, 
only two of whose names were not redacted 
from the declassified documents. It is unclear 
whether the program has continued . If it has, 
and the State Department gave PADF the pre
viously awarded amount, the U.S . government 
will have spent almost $1.5 million on journal
ism development in Venezuela since 2007. 

Both the State Department and PADF de
clined to comment for this article. 

"Fostering Media Freedom in Venezuela" is 
just one small component of the U.S. govern
ment 's covert funding of foreign news outlets 
and journalists. Not only the State Depart
ment but also the Department of Defense , the 
U.S . Agency for International Development 

(USAID), the National Endowment for Democ
racy (NED), the Broadcasting Board of Gov
ernors (BBG), and the U.S. Institute for Peace 
(GSIPl all support "media development" pro
grams in ~,ore lhan 70 countries. The U.S. gov
ernment spent $82 million in 2006 alone on 
global media initiatives (not counting money 
from the Pentagon, the CIA, or U.S . embassies), 
according to a 2008 NED report. 4 

These government entities fund hundreds of 
foreign nongovernmental organizations (NGOs), 
j ou rnalists, policy makers, journalist associations, 
media outlets, training institutes, and academic 
journalism faculties. Grant sizes range from a few 
thousand dollars to millions. For some groups 
and individuals, the funding can come from 
more than one U.S . government source and can 
be disbursed either directly from a U.S. embassy 
or through intermediaries, which are usually U.S. 
subcontractors or "independent international 
nonprofit organizations," like PADF 

By serving as an intermediary, PADF has 
until now hidden the State Department's role 
in developing Venezuelan media-one of the 
political opposition's most powerful weapons 
against President Hugo Chavez and his Bolivar
ian movement. Neither the State Department, 
PADF, nor the Venezuelans whom they fund 
have disclosed the program's existence. Yet, as 
one document notes, the State Departments 
own policies require "all publications" that it 
funds to "acknowledge the support. "5 The pro
vision was simply waived for PADF "For the 
purposes of this award," the document reads, 
" . .. the recipient is not required to publicly ac
knowledge the support of the U.S. Department 
of State." The document does not explain how 
the program's purposes-which, among other 
things, include establishing profeSSional norms 
in journalism-do not require PADF or its "sub
grantees" to acknowledge that they are funded 
by the U.5 . government. 
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Although $700,000 may not seem 
like a lot of money, the funds have 
been strategically designed to under
write the best of Venezuela's news 
media and recruit young journal
ists. The documents detail a series of 
grants doled out to unnamed individ
ual journalists, including two kinds 
of grants "for innovative reporting 
and investigative reporting," with the 
winning content disseminated online 
"and to selected independent media 
audiences . "6 We don't know who won 
these grsmts, but we do know that 
they were substantial. One of them 
consisted of 10 one-year grants of 
$25,000 each. For many journalists, 
especially in Latin America, $25,000 
a year is a high salary. The PADF also 
holds "2 competitions, one per year, 
for a total of $20,000 in funding 
awarded to at least 6 entries. "7 

PADF's Venezuela program also 
supports journalism education, 
which is undertaken to produce in
vestigative work "via innovative me
dia technologies."8 This grant sup
ports "a series of trainings for local 
journalists focused on the basic and 
advanced skills of Internet-based 
reporting and investigative report
ing,» aiming to engage "a wide range 
of Venezuelan media organizations 
and news outlets, including 4 uni
versity partners. "9 A quarterly report 
from January-March 2009 mentions 
courses at Andres Bello Catholic Uni
versity, the Metropolitan University, 
the Central University of Venezuela, 
and Santa Maria University.lo PADF 
proposes targeting universities in the 
capital city of Caracas as well as re
gional campuses in "the Andes, Cen
ter East, Zulia and the Western region 
of the country." 

These i.nitiatives have been un
dertaken with the collaboration of 
well-connected opposition NGOs 
that focus on media. Only one of 
the documents names any of these 
organizations-which was prob
ably an oversight on the State De-
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partment's part, since the recipients' 
names and a lot of other information 
are excised in the rest of the docu
ments. A 2007 document names Es
pacio Publico (espaciopublico.org) 
and Instituto Prensa y Sociedad (ipys 
.org.ve) as reCipients of "subgrants." 
Neither of these organizations have 
disclosed their partiCipation in the 
PADF Venezuela program. On its 
website, Espacio Publico describes 
itself as a "non-profit, non-govern
mental civil association that is inde
pendent and autonomous of political 
parties, religious institutions, inter-

national organizations or any govern
ment" (emphasis added). The other 
"subgrantee," the Venezuelan chap
ter of Instituto Prensa y Sociedad 
(IPyS-Ve), is a Peru-based journalism 
organization funded by USAID and 
the NED.ll Both groups strongly crit
icize the Chavez government for its 
alleged assault on free expression and 
other human rights in Venezuela. 

The disclosure in July of these or
ganizations' collaboration with PADF 
led to calls in Venezuela for a public 
investigation, forcing Espacio Publi
co and IPyS to issue statements on 
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the matter. 12 "In Venezuela, it is in no 
way a crime" for NGOs to accept in
ternational finanCing, IPyS declared. 
The organization denounced the 
revelations as the latest example in 
a series of "threats, slanders , and de
famatory campaigns . .. put forward 
by [pro-Chavez] political agents with 
absolute impunity." This was little 
more than an attempt, IPyS empha
sized, to paint the organization and 
its allies as foreign agents of the U.S. 
government. Espacio Publico issued 
a similar statement from the National 
College of Journalists and the Na
tional Press Workers' Union. 

Neither statement addressed the 
real issue: the NGOs' failure to dis
close the U.S. government's fund
ing of their activities. Moreover, the 
documents released thus far do not 
indicate that the Venezuelan jour
nalists and students who partici
pated in this program were acting as 
direct "agents" of the U.S. govern
ment. Indeed, those who benefitted 
from the PADF grants and education 
programs may not have known that 
the State Department was funding 
them. And so far as we know, the 
State Department was not dictating 
editorial policy in Venezuela or pro
viding its sponsored journalists with 
talking points. However, the NGOs 
that worked with PADF targeted 
their grants and training programs 
at journalists who were disposed to 
pursue reporting that bolstered the 
U.S . posture toward Venezuela
while never disclosing the source of 
their funding. 

T RADITIONALLY, THE LEADING 

"democracy promoter" in 
Venezuela is USAID, followed 

by the National Endowment for De
mocracy (NED), with about a third 
as much funding. In 2005 a FOIA 
request yielded documents shOwing 
that the two entities were underhand-
8 

edly directing millions of dollars to 
Venezuelan opposition NGOs. 13 At 
the time, USAID's main intermediary 
was Development Alternatives Inc . 
(DAI), a Maryland-based contractor, 
along with smaller entities associated 
with the U.S. government, includ
ing the National Democratic Insti
tute, the International Republican 
Institute, and Freedom House. After 
these findings were published , DAl 
was forced to close its office in Cara
cas. With the USAID and NED covers 
blown wide open, the U.S. govern
ment apparently sought new funding 
channels, at least one of which PADF 
has provided. 

PADF's main office is housed 
within the Organization of Ameri
can States (OAS), granting its officers 
privileged access to the big players in 
hemispheric affairs . Funded by vari
ous U.S. government agencies and 
a few private sources-including 
Stanford Financial Group (recently 
under investigation for bad banking 
practices and its CIA connections) 
and ex-Cuban rum maker Bacardi
PADF has worked in Latin America 
and the Caribbean since 1962, gener
ally focusing on economic develop
ment and disaster relief. 14 Its mission 
statement, however, does leave open 
the possibility of getting into the 
"democracy promotion" racket: The 
online mission statement says the or
ganization "empowers disadvantaged 
people and communities" not only 
"to achieve sustainable economic and 
social progress" but also "to strength
en their . . . civil society" (emphaSis 
added) . "Strengthening civil soci
ety," like "promoting democracy," is 
NGO-speak for meddling in another 
country's politics , even promoting 
so-called regime change. As one of 
the documents notes, for example, 
PADF has worked in Cuba "with 
USAID and private funding to nur
ture the emergence of independent 
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civil society and entrepreneurship 
and accelerate a democratic transition" 
(emphasiS added) .15 

PADF emphasized its solid con
nections and years of experience in 
its bid to work as the State Depart
ment's intermediary. In one grant 
proposal, the organization described 
itself as "affiliated with the ~AS" 
and said it "operates independently 
of bureaucratic obstacles that could 
otherwise slow implementation and 
sub-grant approvals ."16 PADF added 
that it already had "over two years of 
experience working in Venezuela to 
strengthen local civil society groups 
working in close coordination with 
the local OAS office with an ongo
ing USAID/[Office of Transition Ini
tiatives] grant. " It is "one of the few 
major international groups that has 
been able to provide significant cash 
grants and technical assistance to 
Venezuela NGOs," the proposal said, 
adding: "To date we have provided 
over 10 grants to strengthen the in
stitutional capacity of local groups 
that provides us with unique capa
bility and experience to carry out the 
proposed ... project." 

PADF furthermore advertised that 
it has access to many sources of cash 
flow: "In addition we can facilitate 
private sector cash and in-kind do
nations from both US and in-country 
donors to complement project re
sources, if and when needed. PADFs 
partnerships with regional business 
and civil society associations and 
other regional groupings further 
enhance our capabilities. They pro
vide for rapid access to international 
agencies, hemispheric leaders and 
networks of corporate donors and 
NGO partners."l7 PADF even offered 
a novel way of evading the official 
Venezuelan exchange rate. "By using 
PADF's new 'bond swap' system to 
transfer funds to Venezuela ," PADF 
noted , "we calculate that the addi-
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Venezuelans protest a meetin~ of the Inter American Press Association in Caracas, March 29,2008. 

tional local currency generated will 
be sufficient to meet all in-country 
expenses within the new US$ bud
get limit. " 18 In short , PADF offered 
its services as a dynamic money
laundering machine. 

THE REVELATIONS THAT THE 

United States is funding jour
nalism in Venezuela and else

where in the hemisphere come on 
the heels of a report released in May 
by the center-right think tank FRIDE 
(fride .org), based in Madrid, which 
found that since 2002, the United 
States has funneled an estimated $3 
million to $6 million every year to 
"small projects with political parties 
and NGOs" in Venezuela through an 

<t alphabet soup of shifting, intertwined 
::J 
(f) channels. 19 (The FRIDE report was 
w 
lr'! removed from the group's website 
o 
~ soon after it was publicized in June.) 
~ Thus, the government support for 
~ media fits together with a larger, 

long-term U.s . effort to strengthen 
its favored political movement in 
Venezuela and elsewhere throughout 
the hemisphere in the era of Latin 
America's "left turn." 

Today's U.s . media sponsorship 
has deep roots in the history of North 
American interventionism. Clandes
tine U.S. funding of media in various 
countries was first exposed in the 
1970s during two congressional in
vestigations convened after the Wa
tergate scandal. Media had by then 
played a critical role in several U.S. 
interventions in Latin America, espe
cially after the 1954 invasion of Gua
temala and overthrow of President 
Jacobo Arbenz. During that forma
tive operation, a radio station called 
La Voz de la Liberaci6n broadcast 
messages denounCing Arbenz and 
cheerleading the invasion. It claimed 
to be Guatemalan but was in fact run 
by the CIA, airing from Honduras.2o 

The "successful" Guatemala opera-
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tion quickly became a model emu
lated in subsequent interventions. As 
one CIA analyst put it in the 1980s: 
"The language, the arguments, and 
the techniques of the Arbenz epi
sode were used in Cuba in the early 
1960s, in Brazil in 1964, in the Do
minican Republic in 1965, and in 
Chile in 1973."21 Over time, how
ever, U.s. propaganda became more 
sophisticated and more clandestine. 
Rather than produce and disseminate 
its own propaganda, the CIA funded 
private media companies and jour
nalists, often providing them mate
rial to publish or broadcast. During 
the run-up to the 1973 coup that 
overthrew Chilean president Salva
dor Allende, for example , the CIA 
had established editorial control of El 
Mercurio, the country's most presti
gious newspaper, which ran constant 
articles and editorials against the Al
lende government and in favor of 
neoliberal economic policies. 

9 
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As the research of Peter Kornbluh 
shows, the CIA in less than a year 
spent $1.95 million on El Mercurio, 
which was also funded by the ITT 
Corporation, the CIAS main private 
collaborator in Chile. "Sustained by 
the covert funding ," Kornbluh notes , 
"the Edwards media empire [which 
owned the paper] became one of 
the most prominent actors in the 
downfall of Chilean democracy Far 
from being a news outlet, El Mercu
rio positioned itself as a bullhorn of 
organized agitation against the gov
ernment. " The newspaper was es
sential, even decisive, in setting the 
stage for the coup, as the CIA itself 
recognized Y When asked in 2008 if 
the CIA still funds foreign journalists, 
agency spokesman Paul Gimigliano 
said, "The CIA does not , as a matter 
of course, publicly deny or confirm 
these kinds of allegations. "23 

After the congressional investiga
tions in the 1970s, the burden of 
funding overseas media shifted to en
tities like USAID and NED, the latter 
described by The New York Times as "a 
quasi -governmental foundation cre
ated by the Reagan Administration in 
1983 to channel millions of Federal 
dollars into anti-Communist private 
diplomacy"24 One of the NED's first 
major projects was supporting La 
Prensa , a major pro-U.S. newspaper 
in Nicaragua previously funded by the 
CIA. The NED began funding the pa
per in 1984 with a grant of two years 
for $150,000 through a Washington 
cutout called PRODEMCA.25 

By early 1987, NED delegations 
were openly visiting La Prensa. During 
the 1990 presidential campaign, NED 
provided the newspaper with at least $1 
million, with much of the funding be
ing funneled through Venezuelan and 
Costa Rican pass-throughs.26 Thanks 
in part to this and other u.S. democra
cy promotion initiatives, the pro-U.s. 
candidate Violeta Chamorro-whose 
10 

family owned La Prensa-was elected 
president in 1990. 

The U.S. government's use of news 
media to achieve political outcomes is 
not limited to efforts abroad. In Janu
ary 2005 a series of reports revealed 
that various government agencies had 
doled out money to at least three u.S. 
columnists who supported the Bush 
administration's social policies, includ
ing the No Child Left Behind law and 
the Healthy Marriage InitiativeY And 
in 2008, The New York Times revealed 
that the Pentagon had hired more than 
75 retired military officers to appear 
on network and cable news shows to 
promote the [raq war. 28 

"Records and interviews," the Times 
wrote, "show how the Bush admin
istration has used its control over ac
cess and information in an effort to 
transform the analysts into a kind of 
media Trojan horse-an instrument 
intended to shape terrorism coverage 
from inside the major TV and radio 
networks." To date, none of the net
works that featured these undisclosed 
Bush administration publicists-ABC, 
CBS, NBC, MSNBC, CNN, and Fox
have mentioned the Times story, which 
won a Pulitzer Prize. 29 

Although these commentators 
failed to disclose their arrangements 
with the u.s. government, they at least 
presented themselves as editorialists. 
Yet perhaps the worst recent example 
of the U.S . government's meddling 
in news media anywhere involved 
Florida-based "reporters" who cov
ered Cuba, U.S.-Cuban relations, and 
the Cuban American community The 
story was first publicized in Septem
ber 2006, when The Miami Herald re
ported that at least 10 South Florida 
journalists, including three staffers 
at the Herald's Spanish-language sis
ter paper, El Nuevo Herald , had been 
moonlighting for Radio and TV Marti, 
the Miami-based government broad
caster that targets Cuba with U.s. pro-
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paganda. 30 New documents released in 
response to a FOIA request and made 
public in June show that a handful of 
these journalists were working for the 
government while producing unerr
ingly hostile coverage of five Cubans 
convicted of espionage in 2001 .3] The 
lawyers for the Cuban Five, as they are 
known, tried unsuccessfully to have 
the trial moved out of Miami, where 
the unsequestered jury was likely to be 
exposed to the prejudicial coverage. '2 

A
T A TIME WHEN u.s. JOURNALISM 

is widely acknowledged to be 
in decline-with thousands of 

people laid off from the industry since 
200S-it is ironic that the government 
has seen fit to pump millions of tax 
dollars into developing the profeSSion 
elsewhere, even as calls for a govern
ment "bailout" of domestic journalism 
are ignored or ridiculed as socialistic. 33 

Another irony is that undisclosed, 
foreign state support for ostensibly 
independent reporting violates basic 
prinCiples of journalism'S professional 
integrity; yet much of the U.s. funding 
has been undertaken in the name of 
fostering professionalism and inculcat
ingjournalistic standards. 

Reporters in Venezuela .and else
where in the region can and should 
hold their governments to account. 
But they should be wary of grants 
and seminars administered through 
U.S.-connected NGOs, since covert 
funding may in some cases cause 
unwitting recipients to break their 
countries' laws. In the end, U.S. offi
cials will have to ask themselves if all 
this covert funding is really going to 
successfully help the opposition and 
"promote democracy"-or whether it 
will simply backfire and reveal how 
in practice, Obama's stated vision of 
hemispheric relations as guided by 
"mutual respect and common interests 
and shared values" is little more than 
lip service. 34 lil 



!,;ACLA REPORT ON THE AMERIL\<;, 

Full Disclosure 

All the documents cited in this article are available for download at ww\!, 
.arch ive-resea rch.com/DRL -PADF 

2. The $4 million figure appears in Pan American Development Fund (PADFi, 
"Application for Assistance Award. Fostering Media Freedom in Venezu
ela. In Response to US Department of State-Bureau of Democracy, Human 
Rights and Labor (DRL) Solicitation DRL -07GR-Oll-GLOOWHA-1 03007," 
November 27, 2010. The five countries are mentioned in Jeffrey Berger 
"Congressional Notification Transmittal Sheet," Department of State, May 
19,2008. 
Department of State, "Bureau/Program Specific Requirements," undated. 

4. The $82 million figure is given in Center for International Media Assistance 
National Endowment for Democracy (NED)' "Empowering Independent Me
dia: U.S. Efforts to Foster Free and Independent News Around the World 
Inaugural Report: 2008," 22. 

5. Department of State, "Bureau/Program Specific Requirements." 
6. Ibid. 
7 Teresa Fralish to Latoya Larker, "Action Memorandum," Department of State, 

undated. 
Ibid. 

9. PADF, "Application for Assistance Award." 
10. PADF, "Fostering Media Freedom in Venezuela. Grant no. S-LMAQM-08-

GR-586. Quarterly Report to the U.S. Department of State," January-March 
2009. 

11 a recent NED grant to IPyS-Ven, see "Attachment A. Program Description 
Supporting Press Freedom-Venezuela," NED Grant no. 2005-373.0, pp. 4-6. 
For a recent example of USAID-IPyS collaboration, see "USAID: Peru Sponsors 
Awards and Latin American Seminar for Investigative Journalism on Narcotraf
ticking in Lima 2007," undated press release, U.S. Embassy in Peru. 

12. Agence France-Presse, "Pide Chavez investigar recursos de ONG's en Ven
ezuela," July 15, 20'10 

13. For the documents released in 2005, see venezuelafoia.com. 
14. Patrick Sawer, "Sir Allen Stanford in Spotlight Over CIA Spying Row With 

Venezuela," Telegraph.co.uk (london), November 9,2008. 
15. PADF, "Application for an Assistance Award." 
16. Ibid 
17 Ibid. 
18. PAOF executive director John Sanbrailo to DRL foreign affairs officer Cath

Newling and program officer Teresa Fralish, memorandum, "Ref: PADF 
Proposal 'Fostering Media Freedom in Venezuela: " March 25, 2008. 

19. Susanne Gratius, "Assessing Democracy Assistance: Venezuela" (Madrid 
Fundaci6n para las Relaciones Internacionales y el Dialogo Exterior [FRIDEL 
May 2010)' 4. 

20. John Elliston, Psywar on Cuba.' The Declassified History of Anti-Castro Propa
ganda (Ocean Press, 1999). 20. 

21 Quoted in Nick Cullather, Secret History: The CIA's Classified Account of Its 
Operations in Guatemala, 1952-1954, 2nd ed. (Stanford University Press, 
2006). 110. 

Kornbluh The Pinochet Declassified Dossier on Atrocity and Ac-
countability (The New Press, 2003)' 92-93. 

23. Quoted in Jeremy Bigwood, "No Strings Attached?," In These Times, June 
4,2008. 

24. Ben A. Franklin, "Democracy Project Facing New Criticisms:' The New York 
December 4, 1985. 

25. NED, "Programs of the Endowment and Its Institutions in Nicaragua," 1988, 
cited in William I Robinson, A Faustian Bargain: Us. Intervention in the Ni
caraguan Elections and American Foreign Policy in the Cold War Era (West
view Press, 19921, 203 n. 14. 

26, Cristiana Chamorro to Carl Gershman and Barbara Haig, fax, February 10, 
1989, reproduced in Ibid, 246-47 

27 Greg Toppo, "Education Dept. Paid Commentator to Promote Law:' USA 
Today, January 7,2005; Howard Kurtz, "Writer Backing Bush Plan Had Gotten 
Federal Contract:' The Washington Post, January 26, 2005; Tom Hamburger, 
"Federal Contracts With Columnists Prompt Change in Policy:' Angeles 



SEPTEMBER/OCTOBER 2010 

Times, January 28, 2005. 
28. David Barstow, "Behind TV Analysts, Pentagon's Hidden Hand," The New York 

Times, April 20, 2008. 
29. Glenn Greenwald, "The Pulitzer-Winning Investigation That Dare Not Be Ut

tered on TV" Salon com, April 21, 2009. 
30. Oscar Corral, "10 Miami Journalists Take U.S. Pay," The Miami Herald, Sep

tember 8, 2006. According to the Government Accountability Office, Radio and 
TV Marti's coverage often presents "individual views as news" and includes 

edI1tofl(31IZ1ng," "unsubstantiated reports," and "offensive and incendiary lan
guage." See Accountability Office, "Broadcasting to Cuba: Actions 
Are Needed to Improve Strategy and Operations Report to the Chairman, Sub
committee on International Organizations, Human Rights, and Oversight, Com
mittee on Foreign Affairs, House of Representatives" (January 2009), 27-28. 

31 The FOIA documents on the US tundlng are available at freethefive.org/ 
legaIFront/FOIA/index.htm. 

32. Jesse "Media Took Gov't Casr During Trial of 'Cuban 5: " The Real 
News June 14, 2010. 

33. For an argument in favor of government If1terventlon to support journalism, 
see John Nichols and Robert W McChesney, "How to Save Journalism," The 
Nation, January 7,2010. 

34. "To Learn From History, Not Trapped by It:' Obama speech transcript, April 
18,2009, Port of Spain, Trinidad and Tobago 


	20100900-US-VE-NACLA_V43-N5-Full_Disclosure
	Untitled.PDF.pdf



