
CUBAN DETAINEES IN ATLANTA

We wish to commend U. S. District Judge Marvin Shoob for ordering the release 

of 322 Cuban refugees. They are part of a larger number, approximately 1800, 

who have been detained for over a year at the Federal Penitentiary in Atlanta. 

Fifteen months after the arrival on our South Florida shores of some 125,000 

men, women and children from Cuba, our government and the nation is faced 

with a cruel dilemma which is both moral and legal. What is the future for 

the Atlanta 1800? Most Americans seem to be unaware of the issue. Many 

who know about it accept the ongoing incarceration of these 1800 Cubans 

from the Mariel exodus as an unfortunate necessity to keep criminal types 

off our streets.

The facts of the case are simple enough. Very early in the exodus, which was 

promoted by the government of Cuba as an opportunity for Cubans living in the 

United States to have their separated relatives reunited with them in this 

country, it became evident that the government of Cuba was using the exodus 

to expel from Cuba thousands of its citizens. Cuban-Americans who had 

mortgaged their homes and their properties to get boats to pick up relatives 

found themselves forced at gun point to load their boats with strangers, 

including hardened criminals, mental patients and mentally retarded individuals. 

This callous expulsion of its own citizens by the government of Cuba violated 

fundamental human rights, especially in the case of the mentally ill and mentally 

retarded. Such an expulsion is without precedent in the history of modern 

international relations. Its purpose was to relieve the Cuban government of the 

cost of caring for these innocent people (the mentally ill and retarded) and to 

embarrass and burden the generosity of the United States in its willingness 

to see families reunited. This callous action of the government of Cuba 

must be condemned by all who respect human dignity and human rights.
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In the midst of all the other turmoil of processing the unprecedented 

numbers coming from Mariel, the U.S. Government authorities were faced 

with the task of identifying and separating out those around them who posed 

a threat to the peace and security of this country and those who required 

special care. Under the circumstances  mistakes were made. Some with a 

criminal record were not identified in the screening process. Others who would 

not be regarded as criminals under U.S. law were detained and incarcerated in 

federal penitentiaries  At this time, 1800 remain detained in the federal 

penitentiary in Atlanta.

Unfortunately, the Attorney General of the United States in his congressional 

testimony on July 30, 1981 failed to differentiate among those being held in 

the Atlanta Federal Penitentiary when he described them all as criminals.

Church volunteers and voluntary agency resettlement professionals who work 

with those detained in Atlanta estimate that about 400 are mentally ill and/or 

mentally retarded and probably will remain wards of the U.S. Government for 

the rest of their lives unless the government of Cuba can be persuaded to 
accept their return.

These Church workers estimate that about 600 of the remainder would pose a 

threat to the community if they were released at this time

Again faced with the refusal of the g overnment of Cuba to accept their 

return, our government must accept the challenge of developing rehabilitation 

programs to prepare many of them for a productive life in this country some 

time in the future . Each case must be evaluated on an individual basis. Each
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one has a basic human right to expect that his period of detention will not 

be any longer than it would be if he had been convicted and sentenced in a 

U.S. Court of Justice

The remaining 800 or so of the Atlanta 1800 is made up of young men who are 

not guilty of anything that would merit long term imprisonment in the United 

States. Each extra day these men spend behind bars is detrimental to their 

eventual integration into normal life in this country.

As religious leaders, we must express our concern for the slowness with which 

our government has sought solutions to this problem. We recognize and accept 

the reasons for the original detention. We regret the inadequacy of the 

original screening process. But, fifteen months have passed and given the 

resources of this country and its commitment to human rights, we are concerned 

at the failure of two administrations to deal decisively with the human rights 

issue involved. Thanks to the efforts of concerned citizens, especially the 

Atlanta Committee on Behalf of Cuban Prisoners, 322 detainees have been 

released by federal court order. We are impressed by the declaration of U.S. 

District Judge Marion H. Shoob, who accused the federal government of dragging 

its feet and declared that "continued detention (of Genero Sorba Gonzalez) 

violates every principle of our democracy" We are encouraged that the Tenth 

U.s. Circuit Court of Appeals has upheld a December, 1980 ruling by U.S. 

District Judge Richard Rogers that legally recognized the basic rights of aliens.

We spoke of a moral dilemma facing our government and our nation. It was a 

violation of human rights by the government of Cuba which created this situation.
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We recognize the need to protect our citizens and our streets. But, we 

cannot understand the actions of the U.S. Immigration and Naturalization 

Service in continuing to oppose the release of individuals in whose case it 

had found no evidence either of a threat to national security or of a 

criminal history. For INS to continue to hold a person in detention after 

its own immigration judge found there was insufficient evidence to deport 

him on the criminal charge but ruled that he could still be excluded because 

he lacked entry papers shows a grave misunderstanding of what this country 

is all about  Fortunately, Judge Shoob showed more understanding .

Now that the U.S. courts have clearly ruled in favor of basic human rights, 

our government should concentrate its efforts and resources at carefully 

evaluating as quickly as possible each detainee with the goal of releasing 

to the voluntary resettlement agencies as quickly as possible those who would 

not be in prison under U.S. law  The time for bureaucratic delaying 

tactics is long passed; delaying tactics which seem to be more motivated by 

an unwillingness to make positive decisions than any commitment to law and 

order

We ask the Attorney General of the U.S. under whose jurisdiction come the 

Immigration and Naturalization Service and the Atlanta Federal Penitentiary 

to take such executive action as is needed to secure the release as quickly

as possible of all those detainees for whom there is not sufficient evidence
%to hold.
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We ask the Secretary of Health and Human Services (HHS) to develop appropriate 

humane care for the mentally ill and the mentally retarded. And we urge that 

a process of appropriate review be established so that those who are guilty of 

serious crimes may be given at least the same hope of eventual release that 

such criminals would normally be accorded in this country.

Once again, we recognize the cruel dilemma; but, we cannot be indifferent to a 

serious violation of basic human rights which, though it had its origins in the 

actions of the government of Cuba, has too long been perpetuated by our own 

government

Most Rev. Edward A. McCarthy 
Archbishop of Miami

Most Rev. Agustin Roman 
auxiliary Bishop of Miami

Rev. Msgr:. Bryan 0. Walsh
Director of 

Charities
Catholic

August 19  1981



Resettlement of individual detainees released from Atlanta is being handled by 

the U.s. Catholic Conference Migration and Resettlement agency. Interested 

relatives and potential sponsors should contact the Catholic Service Bureau 

Resettlement Program office at 130 N.E .  62 Street, Miami - telephone: 

758-5455


