
November 8, 1991

To: Marsha, Adele, Jeff, Patrice

From: Lucy

Re: Meeting on interdiction of Haitians

There was a meeting in Senator Graham's office this morning; 
Rep. Porter Goss was the only other Member there. The principal 
administration officials were Donna Hrinak from State and Rex Ford 
from Justice.

Ford began by noting that the information to be presented was 
very sensitive and its release could affect the situation. 
Therefore, if WL is approached by the press over the weekend, he 
should be careful about what he says.

THE SITUATION IN HAITI

Hrinak outlined the situation in Haiti. She said the embargo 
is having an effect, particularly on fuel. She said there are long 
gas lines and Port au Prince has up to 12 hour blackouts. There 
are rumors that the government is buying fuel on the spot market or 
that tankers are on the way, but there is no evidence of this.

U.S.. air carriers continue to serve Haiti, although Pan Am has 
cut back frequencies, but the growing shortage of aviation fuel, 
low load factors, and security concerns make it questionable that 
this can go on. The U.S.. has issued a new travel advisory urging 
Americans to leave at once, while commercial flights are still 
available. Of the Americans in Haiti, around 3,000 have left; the 
remaining 9,000 are mostly dual citizens or long-time residents who 
have weathered prior crises.

An OAS mission is go to Haiti tomorrow, but there are mixed 
signals on the GoH's willingness to negotiate. Especially in 
Parliament, some are for talking as the embargo takes hold and 
others are for hanging tough.

The embassy is working with CARE and CRS on feeding programs, 
especially in institutions such as orphanages and hospitals; they 
are also working with the OAS toward an emergency feeding program 
if needed. Food shortages do not seem to be a problem, at least in 
part because about 300,000 Port au Prince residents have returned 
to the countryside.

Graham asked about the potential for violence. The answer was 
that the threat exists, particularly against Americans, and that 
there is also some threat of violent resistance to the regime. (It 
was mentioned that anti-sanctions demonstrations were held at the 
American and French embassies — they were small and had police



protection, so were not considered spontaneous. The Canadians were 
miffed that they weren’t demonstrated against, as they consider 
themselves actively involved.)

Graham also asked about plans for evacuation. The answer was 
that while this embassy, like all embassies, has contingency plans 
to evacuate Americans, it is currently relying on commercial 
flights; there is concern over violence if U.S.. military enter 
Haiti, even solely to protect and evacuate American citizens.

BOAT PEOPLE AND INTERDICTION

There was no formal DoJ presentation; Ford laid out their 
positions in response to questions.

Graham asked if, as a Herald article implied, the regime is 
encouraging people to leave by boat. Hrinak said the only official 
statement threatens a flow to rival the Vietnamese, but some 
Haitian officials seem to think that if the U.S.. returns some boat 
people to Haiti it would legitimize the government and show 
business going on as usual. Ford also pointed out that with the 
shortages of boats and fuel a massive migration is unlikely.

Goss asked what the Coast Guard’s instructions are. Ford 
replied that there is no change in law or in policy — that when a 
boat is seen in international waters it is boarded and the 
occupants are taken onto a Coast Guard cutter and screened, using 
the long form. The usual conditions apply to return — it must be 
safe, and Haitian immigration must be operating, which it is — and 
there is no legal authority to bring Haitians to the U.S.. who do 
not meet U.S.. criteria.

As of last night, 6 boats had been interdicted and about 185 
people were on 3 Coast Guard cutters awaiting instructions on their 
disposition. Of the first 19 Haitians interdicted and screened, 5 
clearly did not qualify, 4 clearly did, and the 10 questionables 
all had good enough cases to be given the benefit of the doubt. 
The 14 will probably be brought in today. Screening of the second 
boat (47 people) is nearly complete, but while the results haven’t 
been full analysed it appears there are suspicious patterns in the 
stories being told to support asylum claims.

(Ford told of the interdiction last summer of 77 Haitians, all 
wearing Marc Bizan [? I guess they're expensive] shirts and telling 
the same story. They all seemed to have been coached to answer the 
specific questions on the INS form. Ford says this is typical of 
the clients of ’’travel arrangers”, who charge a lot to put people 
on a boat and tell them what to say. As Goss pointed out, you 
don’t have to try to reach the U.S.., you only have to get into 
international waters. Ford also pointed out that after the 77 were 
returned there were no boat people attempts for 9 weeks and there 
is no evidence that any of the 77 were persecuted.)

Another anecdote Ford told was of 47 Haitians who landed in



the Bahamas on Saturday and were told their choices were jail or 
going back to sea with three weeks’ supplies of food. They went 
back out and were interdicted by the Coast Guard; I think this is 
the second boat where screening is nearly done and the stories seem 
to match too well.)

Based on the view that this is a regional problem and requires 
a regional solution, diplomatic efforts are underway by the U.S.. 
and UNHCR, to try to identify potential third country safe havens 
for processing and holding Haitian boat people and also potential 
donor state support. The results of the consultations should be 
known today or tomorrow, and a decision on the Haitians on the 
cutters would follow.

If a decision is made to return boat people to Haiti, issues 
under consideration include which ports or times of day are safest 
and whether the Red Cross, which is still active, can assure the 
safety of the returnees.

If safe havens are found, the U.S.. can continue to follow 
legal procedures (and continue to bring those Haitians with bona 
fide asylum claims to the U.S..) without creating the magnet effect 
INS fears.

In the meantime, DoJ maintains that the Coast Guard is 
equipped to handle what they’re dealing with and more — that there 
have been bigger flows in the past and the Coast Guard managed just 
fine. Ford also stressed that this is not a racial issue, and that 
interdiction was begun as a humanitarian practice, since about half 
the people who set out by boat didn’t make it to the U.S.. alive.


