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Secrets: Did our spies play a role in the 
Pinochet coup? We may soon find out 

 
Soldiers supporting the coup led by General Augusto Pinochet take cover as bombs are dropped 
on the presidential palace of La Moneda on September 11, 1973 (AP Photo/Enrique Aracena) 
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Bombs rained over Santiago, Chile, on September 11, 1973. That morning, 
after months of political chaos, the country’s military launched a coup. 
Holed up in La Moneda, the presidential palace, Salvador Allende, the 
country’s socialist president, recorded a final, defiant radio address to the 
country. Then he took his AK-47, a gift from Fidel Castro, and shot himself. 
 
Chile’s coup introduced 17 years of repressive military dictatorship under 
Augusto Pinochet, in which thousands were killed, tortured or 
“disappeared”. 
 
That dark moment in the nation’s history would never have happened 
without Western meddling. We know the United States was desperate to 
remove Allende, and that the CIA helped create the conditions for the coup 
and prop up the Pinochet regime. 
 
But we know less about Australia’s involvement. We know Australian spies 
were stationed in Santiago at the time. We don’t know what exactly they 
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were doing there. Soon that could change. Tomorrow the Administrative 
Appeals Tribunal (AAT) will hear a case which could reveal the extent of 
the Australian Secret Intelligence Service’s (ASIS) involvement in the coup, 
following a four-year campaign by UNSW Canberra Professor Clinton 
Fernandes. 
 
But the government and intelligence agencies are battling to keep that 
information secret. 
 
How the West broke Chile 
 

To understand what Australian spies were doing in Chile, we need to 
understand the country’s tragic history. In 1970 Allende became the first 
democratically elected Marxist head of state in the Americas. US president 
Richard Nixon was furious, and wanted Allende gone. According to the 
sinister logic of cold war realpolitik, Allende was a threat who would bring 
Marxism to the Western hemisphere. 
 
Desperate to stop Allende taking office after a narrow election win, the US 
tried to stage a coup. First, it had Rene Schneider, the apolitical head of the 
country’s armed forces, murdered in a kidnapping attempt gone wrong. 
The killers were paid off by the CIA in hush money. 
 
The assassination of Schneider backfired. Chileans, fed up with foreign 
meddling, rallied around Allende, and his victory was soon ratified by the 
country’s congress. Two days later, Nixon gathered his national security 
council to discuss ways to “bring about his downfall”. It did that by creating 
a “coup climate”, helping engineer so much economic, social and political 
upheaval that the military would feel bound to intervene and remove 
Allende. It took just three years. 
 
We know all this because when it comes to disclosure about what their spies 
were up to the Americans are far better than we are. Most information on 
Chile was released at a Senate committee in 1975 and in 1999, when the 
Clinton administration began declassifying pages of documents about 
Chile after Pinochet’s arrest in London for human rights violations. 
 
Australia’s involvement remains far more opaque, and everything we do 
know is pieced together from royal commission reports and public 
statements made decades ago. 
 
In 1971, prime minister Billy McMahon stationed ASIS officers in Santiago 
at the Americans’ request. Importantly, until newspapers broke a series of 
sensational stories in 1972 most Australians, even those in high levels of 
government, didn’t even know about the existence of ASIS, set up by Robert 
Menzies two decades earlier. 
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Months into his term, Gough Whitlam discovered the presence of ASIS 
officers and ordered their removal in early 1973. He would later confirm 
before Parliament in 1977 that ASIS had been in Chile. 
 
But we know at least one ASIS agent remained in Chile until October 1973, 
a month after the coup. We also know ASIO officers (the agency which 
normally handles domestic security matters) remained in Chile, posing as 
migration agents and assisting the CIA until after the coup. 
 
The secret hearing 
 

The historical account of Australian involvement we are left with is 
thoroughly unsatisfactory and incomplete. So in 2017 Fernandes applied to 
the National Archives to get documents about ASIS’s role in Chile released. 
 
“There’s no way for us to say we weren’t involved,” Fernandes said. “It may 
be that it’s not just some minor, tangential involvement. It may well be 
precisely because of our remoteness, we were useful to the CIA.” 
 
Two years after applying, the agency refused him, citing an exemption in 
the Archives Act which prohibits release of material that could damage the 
“security, defence or international relations” of the Commonwealth. 
Coincidentally, the archives are headed by David Fricker, a former deputy 
director-general of ASIO. 
 
Fernandes challenged that decision in the AAT. Tomorrow morning he will 
present his case, accompanied by barrister Ian Latham, who has assisted 
him on similar disclosure matters. After that, the room will be cleared, and 
for the next two and a half days the case against disclosure will be 
presented in secret. 
 
That’s because ahead of the hearing, Attorney-General Michaelia Cash 
issued a public interest certificate, which means submissions made by 
intelligence agencies and evidence adduced to support the suppression of 
documents will be made entirely in secret. If the tribunal decides not to 
release the information, we will never know why. 
 
In a letter seen by Crikey, Cash writes that she’s satisfied disclosure of 
information would be contrary to the public interest because it would 
“prejudice the security, defence or international relations of Australia”. 
 
The public interest certificate is incredibly broad. It means Fernandes will 
have no opportunity to see or test the evidence against his application. It 
also means the evidence upon which Cash based her decision to issue the 
certificate will also stay secret. 
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From what we know, the secret case against disclosure so far seems to 
hinge on confidential affidavits from three people: one from ASIO, another 
from ASIS, and a high-level official with an intelligence background at the 
Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade. The ASIO and ASIS officers are 
providing evidence under assumed identities, standard practice in cases 
involving undercover work or terrorism offences, but unusual for a 
declassification case. All three will provide secret evidence. 
 
“Basically, it’s the intelligence community using these tricks to conceal 
evidence of past crimes,” Fernandes said. 
 
Cash’s office did not respond to requests for comment. 
 
Independent Senator Rex Patrick, a long campaigner for better 
transparency, said it was “beyond comprehension” that the government 
and security agencies would “seek to suppress our history in this way” 
given other countries like the US and UK have opened up similar files. 
 
“I wonder if the irony was lost on Attorney-General Michaelia Cash as she 
signed a secrecy certificate covering events that took place before she was 
even born,” he said. 
 
In the almost 50 years since the coup, the world, and the country, have 
moved on. The cold war ended. Pinochet died 15 years ago, never convicted 
of a series of crimes. Chile is rewriting its junta-era constitution. 
 
But the paranoid secrecy of Australia’s intelligence community remains. 
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