Pinochet Spy Chief Imprisoned in Landmark Case
By Ignacio Badal 

SANTIAGO, Chile (Reuters) - The chief of former Chilean dictator Augusto Pinochet (news - web sites)'s feared secret police was sent to prison on Friday to serve a 12 year sentence for the kidnapping and disappearance of a leftist rebel. 
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It marked the first time a Chilean official was imprisoned for the disappearance of opponents, who were presumed murdered before their bodies were dumped in secret graves. Rights groups hope it will set a precedent for dozens of cases from Pinochet's 1973-1990 rule. 

Nine police cars and 25 agents escorted the 75-year-old Manuel Contreras, ex-head of the DINA secret police, from his house in an upscale suburb of the capital. A source close to the family said he tried to draw a gun before police detained him. 

The Supreme Court upheld Contreras' conviction in November but red tape delayed his imprisonment until Friday. 

Until this case, courts had struggled to condemn officials for the crime of "disappearance" of government opponents due to an amnesty law. 

Some 3,000 people were killed or disappeared in the Pinochet era and tens of thousands of others were imprisoned, tortured or forced to flee into exile. 

Contreras completed a seven-year sentence in 2001 for the 1976 car bomb murder in Washington of Chilean diplomat Orlando Letelier. 

Contreras and the DINA are held responsible by rights groups for most of the atrocities committed in the first years after Pinochet led a coup d'etat against socialist President Salvador Allende in 1973. 

Contreras says he is innocents of rights crimes. 

WANTS PINOCHET TO PAY 

Rights groups rejoiced outside the court. 

"We are showing the whole world that in Chile those who are responsible can be punished if there is will and if we abandon the political accords with these criminals," said Lorena Pizarro, president of the Association of Relatives of the Disappeared. 

Contreras' lawyer accused the police of organizing a "scandal," but denied his client resisted arrest. 

"Twenty-five people entered the house destroying everything in sight and hitting the general's daughters, nieces, son-in-laws and anyone else around," said Juan Carlos Manns. "They removed Gen. Contreras violently even though he put up no resistance." 

In an interview with Reuters late last year, Contreras said Pinochet should take responsibility for crimes committed during his rule, not his henchmen. 

Pinochet, 89, is charged with nine kidnappings of leftists and murder in the so-called "Operation Condor," a coordinated effort by South American military leaders to stamp out political opponents. 

Pinochet is free on bail while he awaits his first trial in a rights case and his lawyers say he is not fit to stand trial due to dementia and poor health. 
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