
 

 

 

 

 

In the 1980s, Cold War dynamics influenced U.S. policy in Latin America. The 

administrations of Presidents Ronald W. Reagan and George H. W. Bush viewed the region as a 

key battleground for containing Communist influence and ensuring the stability of pro-American 

governments amid political unrest. U.S. leaders were particularly concerned about the spread of 

Marxist movements that the Soviet Union and Cuba backed. In this context, the Marine Corps 

was called upon to play an increasingly active role in regional interventions as part of the Joint 

Force. Two major operations—Operation Urgent Fury in Grenada in 1983 and Operation Just 

Cause in Panama in 1989—highlighted the challenges and successes of joint military efforts 

during the period.  

• 

o Semper Fidelis: 250 Years of U.S. Marine Corps Honor, Courage, and Commitment 

 

In March 1979, a Marxist-Leninist party took control of Grenada, a small island nation in 

the Caribbean, and built relationships with the Soviet Union and Cuba. In September 1983, 

radical factions within the government and military deposed and murdered the prime minister, 

Maurice Bishop. The Reagan administration was concerned about the political instability of 

Grenada and did not want Soviet or Cuban aircraft basing on the island. Journalists reported 

riots, looting, and threats to the several hundred American citizens on the island, including 

students at a medical school, raising fears of a hostage situation. These considerations and 

requests for intervention by other Caribbean nations prompted the United States to intervene. 

https://www.usmcu.edu/Outreach/Publishing/History-Division-Publications/Books-by-topic/
https://www.usmcu.edu/Research/History-Division/
https://www.usmcu.edu/Outreach/Marine-Corps-University-Press/History-Division-Publications/Semper-Fidelis/


 

 
 

The military quickly established a joint 

task force for the Grenada invasion but had little 

time for deliberate planning. In October 1983, 

the Department of Defense diverted the 22d 

Marine Amphibious Unit and a Navy 

amphibious squadron from their planned 

Mediterranean deployment for Operation Urgent 

Fury, the invasion of Grenada. Battalion 

Landing Team 2d Battalion, 8th Marines, under 

the command of Lieutenant Colonel Ray L. 

Smith, originally intended to conduct an amphibious landing north of the island but had to pivot 

toward a heliborne landing instead. On 25 October, Lieutenant Colonel Smith’s Marines inserted 

and captured the Pearls Airport and the town of Grenville. 

Meanwhile, elements of Marine Medium Helicopter Squadron 261 provided close air 

support to U.S. forces in the south, which included Army and Navy special operations troops. 

Enemy antiaircraft fire brought down a Marine Bell AH-1T SeaCobra attack helicopter 

supporting Army Rangers. The pilot in command, Captain Timothy B. Howard, and the 

copilot/gunner, Captain Jeb F. Seagle, 

survived the crash, but Captain Howard 

was seriously wounded. When he realized 

the enemy was approaching, Captain 

Seagle distracted them away from 

Howard, sacrificing his own life so that 

his fellow Marine could be evacuated. For 

his extraordinary courage and selflessness, 

Seagle was posthumously awarded the 

Navy Cross. 

The joint task force succeeded in 

destroying the enemy’s forces and evacuating the students while incurring minimal casualties. 

Operation Urgent Fury achieved its objectives but not without issues. Haphazard coordination 

and improper communication between the varying components, particularly fire support, were 
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identified as key weaknesses in conducting joint operations. The failure of Operation Eagle Claw 

(the attempt to rescue American hostages from the U.S. embassy in Iran in 1980) and the 

difficulties of interoperability between the Services during Operation Urgent Fury spurred 

Congress to reform the Department of Defense and its command relationships. On 4 October 

1986, it passed the Goldwater-Nichols Department of Defense Reorganization Act, the most far-

reaching restructuring of the Department of Defense since its establishment by the National 

Security Act of 1947. The reforms aimed to clarify command relationships, improve 

communication, and enhance operational planning across the Services. Just a few years later, the 

effectiveness of these changes would be tested during Operation Just Cause in Panama, another 

major joint operation in the region. 

• 

o U.S. Marines in Grenada, 1983 

o Semper Fidelis: 250 Years of U.S. Marine Corps Honor, Courage, and Commitment 

 

During the 1980s, U.S. relations with Panama grew increasingly strained because of 

growing concerns over the head of Panama’s armed forces and de facto leader of its government, 

General Manuel Antonio Noriega, and his involvement in drug trafficking, authoritarian rule, and 

shifting alliances that challenged U.S. influence in the region. Noriega’s control of Panama and 

its strategic canal made the U.S. wary of instability and corruption that threatened both regional 

security and American interests, leading to mounting tensions throughout the decade. In February 

1988, the U.S. federal court system indicted Noriega on charges related to the narcotics trade. 

For the next year, the United States sent troops to reinforce the canal zone. An attempt to oust 

Noriega by a faction of the Panamanian Army failed. On 16 December 1989, four American 

officers lost their way to Panama City and stopped at a Panama Defense Forces checkpoint. 

When Panamanian soldiers carrying AK-47 rifles shouted threats and attempted to drag the 

officers out of their car, the driver attempted to drive away. One of the Panamanians opened fire, 

killing Marine First Lieutenant Robert Paz. 

https://www.usmcu.edu/Portals/218/U_S_%20Marines%20In%20Grenada%201983.pdf
https://www.usmcu.edu/Outreach/Marine-Corps-University-Press/History-Division-Publications/Semper-Fidelis/


 

 
 

Determining that American 

servicemembers were at risk, President George 

H. W. Bush authorized Operation Just Cause to 

remove Noriega from power, secure the 

democratically elected government, and keep the 

canal secure. A joint force of more than 27,000 

Army, Navy, Marine, Air Force, and Coast 

Guard troops launched the operation on 20 

December 1989. Task Force Semper Fi, the 

Marine component, was responsible for securing 

the western approaches to Panama City and neutralizing Panamanian forces in the area. Elements 

of the 3d Battalion, 6th Marines; the 2d Light Armored Infantry Battalion; and the 1st Fleet Anti-

Terrorism Security Team Company conducted their missions successfully. Within days, the 

country was largely secured. Noriega surrendered to U.S. forces on 3 January 1990. Marine 

elements assisted with nation-building operations for several months after hostilities ended. 

Gradually, the Marine Corps withdrew from the country except for the Marine Security Force 

assigned to the canal zone.  

For the U.S. military, Operation Just Cause showcased the effectiveness of joint force 

integration under the Goldwater-Nichols reforms. For the Marine Corps, the operation 

demonstrated its ability to rapidly deploy, conduct urban combat, and support broader stability 

and nation-building efforts in a challenging environment. It also underscored the strategic 

importance of maintaining influence in the Western Hemisphere and set a precedent for future 

U.S. interventions aimed at promoting regional security and democracy. 

• 

o Just Cause: Marine Operations in Panama, 1988–1990 

o Semper Fidelis: 250 Years of U.S. Marine Corps Honor, Courage, and Commitment 
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