Congress of the United States

Washington, DE 20515

May 13, 2026

The Honorable Pete Hegseth
Secretary of Defense

U.S. Department of Defense
1000 Defense Pentagon
Washington, DC 20301

Secretary Hegseth,

We are deeply concerned by reports of serious human rights violations and the bombing of what
appear to have been civilian facilities during joint U.S.-Ecuador military operations conducted in
northern Ecuador in early March. We write to request the immediate suspension of these
operations until these incidents are fully investigated. In addition, we ask that you provide us
with an explanation of the administration’s legal justification for the involvement of U.S. Armed
Forces in these operations, which have not been authorized by Congress.

On March 3, U.S. Southern Command issued a press release announcing joint military operations
with the Ecuadorian armed forces targeting “designated terrorist organizations in Ecuador.”! In a
letter dated March 9, President Trump informed Congress that the U.S. had taken military action
on March 6 “against the facilities of narco-terrorists affiliated with a designated terrorist
organization,” without identifying said organization.” However, the scope of U.S. military
involvement in Ecuador remains unclear, both to Congress and the American public.

According to a detailed investigation published on March 24 by The New York Times, one site
targeted in these joint operations appears to have been a civilian dairy and cattle farm with no
known links to armed groups or drug trafficking.® Witnesses report that, on March 3, Ecuadorian
military personnel interrogated and assaulted unarmed civilians, burned homes and
infrastructure, and subjected detainees to torture before the site was aerially bombarded on
March 6.
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These operations took place along the Ecuador-Colombia border, a highly sensitive and volatile
region. Military action in this area carries significant risks of triggering cross-border tensions that
could ignite a broader regional armed confrontation. Indeed, in mid-March, the discovery of an
unexploded Ecuadorian bomb that was found on the Colombian side of the border caused a
diplomatic crisis between the two countries.*

Statements made by Department of Defense officials suggest that the U.S. military was heavily
involved in the operations:

e On March 17, Acting Assistant Secretary of Defense for Homeland Defense and
Americas Security Affairs Joseph Humire testified before the House Armed Services
Committee that “On March 3, the [Department of War] supported, at the request of
Ecuador, bilateral kinetic actions against cartel targets along the Colombia-Ecuador
border. The joint effort, named ‘Operation Total Extermination,’ is the start of a military
offensive by Ecuador against transnational criminal organizations with the support of the
U.S.”*

e On March 19, General Francis L. Donovan, Commander of SOUTHCOM, testified
before the Senate Armed Services Committee that “special operations forces, including
both ground forces and air forces, could quickly plan with the Ecuadorians to ensure that
any use of force fell within our requirements. [I was] very impressed on how the
Ecuadorians operated on both those operations... very professional planning. I took part
in both, observing both.”®

Beyond these recent incidents, we are concerned that our military is deepening its ties with the
Government of Ecuador, even as it undergoes an alarming authoritarian and anti-democratic
drift.” Throughout his time in office, President Daniel Noboa has overseen the violent repression
of Indigenous-led protests,® publicly threatened the Constitutional Court,” and frozen the bank
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accounts of civil society organizations.'® His allies in key institutions, including the Attorney
General’s Office, have also pursued questionable cases against his political opponents, resulting
in the dissolution of two parties'' and a nine-month ban on the country’s largest opposition
party,'? as well as the arrest of the mayor of Guayaquil, a prominent government critic, in
advance of upcoming local elections."

All the while, Ecuadorians have endured more than two years of a prolonged state of emergency,
marked by the military’s domestic deployment to combat so-called “narco-terrorists.” This
militarized strategy has failed to reduce drug trafficking or violence;" Ecuador recorded its
highest homicide rate on record last year." Instead, the military has been credibly accused of
widespread human rights abuses.'® With investigative reporting now linking President Noboa’s
family business to drug trafficking and the same illicit networks he claims to be fighting, an
independent and transparent investigation into these allegations is warranted."’

Furthermore, if U.S. forces provide new or continued security assistance to units that engaged in
acts such as torture, extrajudicial killings, or enforced disappearances, and there is no credible
investigation or prosecution underway, this would constitute a violation of the Leahy Laws,
which prohibit assistance to foreign security forces credibly implicated in gross human rights
violations without effective steps to bring those responsible to justice.

In light of these serious concerns, we request that the Department of Defense provide, without
delay, the following information:

1. A full account of any U.S. involvement—direct or indirect—in the March 3 and March 6
operations in San Martin, including execute orders, intelligence-sharing, planning,
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logistical or aerial support, U.S. personnel or asset deployment, as well as any kinetic

actions by U.S. forces, such as airstrikes.
2. A detailed explanation of the legal justification and authorities for U.S. military

operations in Ecuador, including whether the Department regards these operations as
occurring in an armed conflict governed by the law of war.

3. Identification of all Ecuadorian military units involved in these operations and
documentation of any vetting conducted under the Leahy Laws.

4. Any information available to the Department regarding credible allegations of human
rights abuses committed during these operations, and what actions have been taken in

response.

5. Any information available to the Department regarding allegations of links between
Ecuadorian officials and illicit networks, including those involving the president and
companies linked to his family, and whether such information has informed U.S. policy

decisions.

6. A comprehensive review of U.S. security assistance to and security cooperation with
Ecuador over the past five years, including its legal basis, scope, and oversight
mechanisms given the above concerns.

The United States cannot credibly claim to promote the rule of law while supporting or enabling
abusive practices abroad. Nor can it afford to escalate military operations in a volatile border
region without mandatory Congressional authorization, clear safeguards, accountability, and

respect for human rights.

We expect a prompt and complete response no later than May 22, 2026.
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