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Puerto Rican Political
" Prisoners in U.S. Prisons

Jan Susler

IN THE 1960s AND 1970s, Chicago’s Puerto Rican community, like so many
other communities in the United States, was rebelling, resisting the violence
and brutality of colonialism, racism, and exploitation. Its young leaders
sought not only to battle against and expose these evils but to help the com-
munity take control of its institutions, to instill a sense of hope. It was a time
when anti-colonial, national liberation movements had prevailed throughout
the wotld,’ and anti-imperialist movements were ar war. It was a time when
young men were being drafted to fight the Vietnamese people’s efforts ar lib-
eration. It was a time when the Black Panther Party advocated armed self-
defense, when police in Chicago assassinared the party’s young leaders. Men
and women such as Oscar Lépez Rivera, Ida Luz Rodrfguez, Carlos Alberto
Torres, and Carmen Valentin led these comtnunity struggles and were influ-
enced by events not just in their immediate neighborhood but in the world.

The Fuerzas Armadas de Liberacion Nacional (FALN) formed during this
period.” Between 1974 and 1980, the FALN would claim responsibility for
bombings of military, govemment, and economic sites, mainly in Chicago
and New York, to call attention to the colonial case of Puerto Rico.?

In the early 1980s, Oscar Lépez Rivera, Ida Luz Rodefguez, Carlos
Alberto Torres, Carmen Valentin, and many other Puerto Rican women and
men were captured in the United States, accused of being members of the
FALN and the clandestine movement, convicted, and sentenced to the
equivalent of life in U.S. prisons for their actions to end U.S. colonial con-
trol over Puerto Rico. After most had served almost twenty years in prison,
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in an unprecedented act in response to a broad campaign for their release,
President Clinton commuted some of their sentences. On September 10,
1999, Ida Luz Rodriguez, Ricardo Jiménez, Carmen Valentin, Elizam Escobar,
Alicia Rodriguez, Adolfo Matos, Dylcta Pagn, Luis Rosa, Alejandrina Torres,
Edwin Cortés, and Alberto Rodriguez walked out of prison and into the warm
embrace of the Puerto Rican people. Oscar Lépez Rivera, Carlos Alberto Tor-
res, Juan Segarra Palmer, and Antonio Camacho Negrén remain in prison.

WHO ARE THE PRISONERS!

Perhaps the most significant aspect of the legal context is the fact that under
international law, colonialism is a crime against humanity.’ For fighting this
crime, for taking measures that are absolutely and expressly protected by
international law, the Puerto Rican political prisoners have paid with decades
of their lives.

~ Tus FALN

In 1974, continuing the long history of the Puerto Rican people’s resistance
to U.S. colonialism, the FALN emerged, a clandestine formation that com-
mitted political-military actions inside of the United States. Selecting its tar-
gets for their role in the continning exploitation and oppression of the Puerto
- Rican people, the FALN explained its armed actions in communiqués and
also called for the release of the Nationalist prisoners then in U.S. custody for
almost a quarter century.’

In the early 1980s, many of its members came to be in the government's
custody, some of whom had been the subject of illegal surveillance of their
pro-independence activities dating from their years in high school and col-
lege. Upon arrest, each declared that she or he was a combatant in an anti-
colonial war to free Puerto Rico from U.S. domination and invoked the sta-
tus of prisoner of war (POW). They asserted that the courts of the United
States and its political subdivisions had no jurisdiction to try them as crimi-
nals and asked to he remanded to an impartial international tribunal to have
their status judged.

While their POW position was to be recognized by international judicial
bedies and other international fora,® the state of linois and the U.S. gov-
ernment refused to recognize their POW status and proceeded to try them for
criminal offenses. The prisoners, however, persisted in their refusal to recog-
nize the courts’ jurisdiction. In one case, they did not participate at all in the
trial; in another, they minimized their participation. They presented no
defense and prosecuted no appeals.

On April 4, 1980, among those arrested in Evanston, Illinois, were
Carlos Alberto Torres, 1da Luz Rodriguez, Dylcia Pagdn, Ricardo Jiménes,
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Carmen Valentin, Elizam Escobar, and Adolfo Matos. The arrests were “acci-
dental,” occurring because an occupant of a house near where their van was
parked reported “suspicious activity.” Local police responded, with no idea
who they were arresting. Alicia Rodriguez and Luis Rosa were arrested nearby
the same day with rental trucks that were reported stolen.

The first seven wete tried in state court for possession of weapons found in
the van in which they were arrested and for conspiracy to commit the armed
robbery of the rental trucks. They were sentenced to eight years in the lllinois
Department of Corrections.” Alicia Rodriguez and Luis Rosa were tried for
armed robbery of the rental trucks, armed violence, and possession of stolen
vehicles and sentenced to thirty years in the Illinois Department of Correc-
tions.® None of these men and women had previous criminal convictions.

After the state court trials, the federal government charged them with sedi-
tious conspiracy—conspiring to use force against the “lawful” authority of the
United Srates to oust it from Puerto Rico—of doing so by membership in the
FALN, and of related charges of weapons possession and transporting stolen cars
across state lines.” They were sentenced to prison terms from fifty-five to ninety
years—consecutive to their [llinois senrences—based mainly on the militancy
of their statements in court on the day of sentencing. The judge stated his regret
that he did not have the power to give them the death penalty.®

In 1981, Oscar Lépez-Rivera, who had been named in the aforemen-
tioned federal indictment, was arrested after a traffic stop, tried for the iden-
tical seditious conspiracy, convicted, and sentenced by the same judge to a
prison term of fifty-five years. He received a consecutive fifteen-year term in
1987 for conspiracy ro escape—a plot conceived and carried our by govern-
ment agents and informants and provocateurs."

On June 29, 1983, four independentistas, including Alejandrina Torres,
Edwin Cortés, and Alberto Rodriguez, were arrested. The FBI had conducted
extensive electronic surveillance, including the use of miniature video cam-
eras with lenses the size of a dime hidden in private dwellings. The govern-
ment charged them with the same basic seditious conspiracy and with addi-
tional related charges of possession of weapons and explosives and
transporting a stolen vehicle across state lines.”? Each of the three received a
sentence of thirty-five years in prison.

HarTroORD

On August 30, 1985, hundreds of FBI agents descended on Puerto Rico and
staged a predawn raid in the homes and offices of independence activists,
arrested thirteen people, including Juan Segarra Palmer, and spirited them
away from their country to the state of Connecticut.” There they were
charged along with three others later arrested, including Antonio Camacho
Negrén, with conspiracy to take $7.5 million in government-insured money
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from a Wells Fargo armored car,* an act for which the Puerto Rican clandes-
tine organization, Los Macheteros (Machete Wielders), had raken responsibil-
ity. The charges included taking the money, transporting the money out of
the United States, and giving toys purchased with the proceeds to poor
Puerto Rican children.

In preparing for trial, the government revealed that it had conducted
extensive, intrusive surveillance, in additon to having seized and analyzed
belongings from homes, law offices, and other places. Following years of liti-
gation challenging the constitutionality of such seizures, Juan Segarra Palmer
was convicted and sentenced to fifty-five years in prison; Antonio Camacho
Negrdn was sentenced to fifteen years.

THE TRIALS

The various proceedings apainst the captured independentistas shared in
common a virtual hysteria by the media, law enforcement, and the courts.
Many of the arrests were carried out in military regalia, replete with heli-
copters, snipers, and excessive numbers of FBI agents.

In the earlier arrests, the government sought, and the coutts set, prohibi-
tive bail. With the advent of “preventive detention,” the government sought,
and the courts ordered, no bait at all, and, in the case of Filiberto Ojeda, ser
the record for the longest preventive derention.” Awaiting trial, all of the pris-
oners were held in the most punitive, restrictive, often unprecedented isola-
tion unless and until some outside intervention occurred—hunger strikes by
the prisoners, protests by the independence movement and supporters, law-
suits by the attorneys, and monitoring by Amnesty International.

Newspapers whipped the public—and potential jurors—into an anti-ter-
rorist frenzy, aided by and assisting the marshals’ court “security,” which not
only sent a message to the judges and juries that the accused were guilty but
also sought to intimidate supporters.

The courts, open as a forum for the government’s political agenda, facil-
itated and cooperated in acts ranging from permitting the government's use
of terms such as tervorist and banning the defense’s use of terms such as colo-
nialism, to convening anonymous juries, to cutting back en traditional [imi-
tations on state power, particularly on the right to be free from unreasonable
searches and seizures.

THE SENTENCES

LENGTH OF SENTENCE

Puerto Rican independentistas are punished for their beliefs and affiliations,
for who they are, not for any act they committed. Government statistics
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prove that those who commit criminal offenses receive far lesser sentences
than do independence fighters. In 1981, the year most of the political pris-
oners were sentenced, the average federal sentence for murder was 10.3
years.' Puerto Rican political prisoners—who were not convicted of hurting
or killing anyone—were sentenced to an average of 65.4 years—six times
longer than the average. By 1997, with sentence lenpths increasing, the aver-
age federal sentence for murder/manslaughter was 153 months {less than thir-
teen years)."” Their sentences were still about five times fonger than the aver-
age. Perhaps a concrete application of the sentences will provide insight:
Oscar Lépez will be 113 years old if he is made to serve his entire sentence;
Carlos Alberto Torres, ninety-eight.

Comparing their sentences to those meted out to anti-independence
forces likewise proves the politically punitive nature of the independentistas’
sentences. Former Puerto Rican police colonel Alejo Maldonado, an admit-
ted assassin, was paroled from prison after serving less time than most Puetto
Rican political prisoners did, when, according to press reports, he partici-
pated in police death squads that kidnapped, robbed, extorted, teafficked in
weapons, tortured, and killed. The five Puerto Rican police officers who were
convicted of the 1978 Cerro Maravilla murders of Carlos Soto Arrivi and
Amnaldo Darfo Rosado received sentences from ten to thirty years. The com-
mander of the intelligence unit responsible for the murders was released on
parole after six years in prison.”

Comparisons to police cases in the United States lead 1o the same con-
clusion. Four white New York City policemen who in 1999 shot forty-one bul-
lets at and killed a West African immigrant were acquitted of all charges—
murder, manslaughter, criminally negligent homicide, and reckless
endangerment® A white Chicago officer, who killed a black homeless man
and fled from the scene, was initially not indicted. After the community came
out in force, the prosecution still refused to charge him with murder. Three
white Chicago policemen who killed a mentally ilt Honduran man in his own
home were not prosecuted criminally even after the county’s impartial med-
ical examiner concluded that his death was a homicide.”” The white Detroit
police officers who used their flashlights to club to death an unarmed African-
Armerican citizen when he failed to follow orders to open his hand won rever-
sal of their twelve-to-twenty-five-year and eight-to-cighteen-year sentences.”
Upon retrial, their sentences were even lower A border patrol officer who
shot at fifreen Mexicans was to serve no more than ten months in prison.”

Sentences given to members of right-wing paramilitary groups pale in
comparison fo the sentences served by Puerto Rican political prisoners. Militia
members faced a maximum of twenty-two years upon conviction of conspiring
to stockpile pipe bombs for use against the federal government.® Anti-Castro
Cubans affiliated with a known paramilitary group, captured in a hoat loaded
with explosives and weapons and suspected of planning an armed raid on Cuba,



rere released without charges’ Another group of anti-Castro Cubans caught
1 a boat loaded with weapons and ammunition on the way to overthrow the
‘uban government faced 2 maximum of eight years.® A Ku Klux Klan wizard
aptured in a boat with an arsenal of weapons and explosives about to invade
Caribbean nation with hopes of establishing a white supremacist state was
ntenced to three years, paroled after two.” A Klan member served six years
r a plot to blow up school buses to avoid court-ordered busing.” Likewise, sen-
:nces handed out to those who bomb abortion clinics and shoot at physi-
ians, as well as sentences given to government officials,? reflect a huge dis-
atity with the sentences served by Puerto Rican political prisoners. Sentences
1 political cases in other countries also confirm the disproportionate, politi-
ally punitive nature of Puerto Rican political prisohers’ sentences.® :

IME SERVED

uerto Rican political prisoners released in 1999 had served sixteen to 19.5
:ars in prison. In the 1980s, when they were sentenced, the average time actu-
ly served in prison by those convicted in state court of serious violent crimes
as “about 2.5 to four years.”™ By the early 1990s, the average time actually
rved in prison by those convicted in federal court of violent felonies hovered
st above four years.” Department of Justice statistics for the late 1990s esti-
ated that the average time served for state convictions of murder/manslaugh-
r was [0.5 years; for federal convictions of murder/manslaughter, 10.8 years.

PRISON CONDITIONS

is a violation of human rights that those who have dedicated their lives to
e freedom of their people, to self-derermination—a right protected by
ternational law—must endure prison, even for one day. But Puerto Rican
slitical prisoners have endured conditions that are designed ro break their
ymmitment to independence and to break their human spirit, conditions
at violate even minimum standards under international law.

Placement in prisons far from their families meant long-term separation,
mtrary to the Bureau of Prisons’ stated policy encouraging maintenance of
mily and community ties. Adolfo Matos, in Lompoc, California, for the
lk of his almaost twenty years in prison, rarely saw his daughters who live in
ew York. Ida Luz Rodriguez's son Damidn could afford to see her only infre-
ently. Elizam Escobar’s elderly mother, a resident of Puerto Rico, could
avel ro see him in Oklahoma only once a year.

Many of the prisoners’ parents passed away during their long imprison-
ent. In spite of the bureau’s policy permitting bedside visits and attendance
funerals, and ignoring letters of support from ministers and elected officials,
ison authorities consistently refused to let the prisoners grieve with their
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families. Among others, they rejected requests that Ricardo Jiménez see his
mother who died of cancer, that Adolfo Matos attend his mother’s funeral,
that Carmen Valentin atrend her father’s memorial service, and that Elizam
Escobar be present at his father's bedside and burial.

Officials classified every one of the prisoners as a special monitoring and
high-security case, resulting in heightened surveillance and limited programs
and movement for all of them. Some were subjected to special control units,
isolating them from the prison population, restricting sensory stimuli and
human interaction. In 1984, Ida Luz Rodriguez was held for close to a year at
Alderson, West Virginia’s Cardinal Unit; Alejandrina Torres and other
women political prisoners spent two years, 1986 to 1988, at the infamous
Women'’s High Security Unit in Lexington, Kentucky; and Oscar Lépez
Rivera was held for rwelve torturous years, 1986 to 1998, at rhe U.S. Peni-
tentiary in Marion, Illinois, and its successor, Florence, Colorado’s Adminis-
trative Maximum Unit. Such extreme isolation, known to cause psychalogi-
cal and physical deterioration, has been widely condemned as violating
international human rights standards.”

FAROLE

Parole, or conditional release from prison befote the expiration of one's sen-
tence, while available to those convicted of anti-social offenses® is not avail-
able to Puerto Rican political prisoners. Four of the Puerto Rican political
prisoners sought release on parole, approaching the process from various per-
spectives. The response from the government—oblivious to what approach
was used—was to apply a higher standard than most prisoners must meet by
assigning them to a unique category to which only 1 percent of all prisoners
are assigned, and then to deny parole. Alberto Rodrfguez, after accumulating
an unprecedented spotless record over twelve years of his thirty-five-year sen-
tence, was told that he must remain in prison until the expiration of his sen-
tence. Dylcia Pagén and Carlos Alberto Torres, who at the time of their heat-
ings had setved more than fourteen years of their fifty-five- and seventy-year
federal sentences, were told to serve an additional fifteen years before they
would be considered for release on parole. Juan Segarra Palmer received the
identical response. The documents denying them parole expressly relied on
their pro-independence affiliations and activities.

PETITION FOR RELEASE

Tie CamMraiGN

In November 1993, the campaign for the release of the prisoners submitted a
formal application to the U.S. Justice Department asking the president to
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‘exercise the constitutional power of pardon to grant the immediate and
unconditional release of the prisoners. The pardon process in practice is
rather routine, but in fact the president is free to follow whatever process he
wants. While the routine requires an individual application from the federal
prisoner himself or herself, in this case the campaign made the application
not on behalf of a single person but rather fifteen, not all of whom were in
the same case and not all of whom were even in federal custody at the time.

In accepting the application, the Justice Depattment’s pardon attorney
acknowledged the political nature of the case, indicating that in addition to
applying the legal norms of the criminal justice system, she, and more partic-
ularly, the president, would have to then evaluate the political consequences
of the disposition. .

During the time the petition was pending, an unusual phenomenon devel-
oped—in the highly contentious political atmosphere in Puerto Rico, a consen-
sus emerged that it was time for the prisonets to come home. Crossing party lines,
the leadership of the entire spectrum of Puerto Rican politics asked the president
to release them, as did the Speaker of the House and his predecessor, the presi-
dent of the senate, former three-term governor Rafael Hermndndez Colén, former
governor Roberto Sanchez Vilella, many other elected officials, the Manufactur-
ers’ Association and the Puerto Rico AFL/CIO and other labor groups, churches
and bishops groups, including the Episcopal Church, the United Evangelical
Church, the Christian Church (Disciples of Christ), the Baptist Chutch, and the
Presbyterian Church, community leaders and organizations, lawyers groups,
munictpalities, university faculties, artists, and so many others.

The call for their release enjoyed wide support in the United States as
well, including former president Jimmy Carter, the three Puerto Rican U.S.
congressional representaives, Luis Gutiérrez, José Serrano, and Nydia
Veldzquez, elected officials from municipal, county, and state governments,
including the New York City Council, Democratic Party local leaders and
activists, countless churches and religious groups, including the National
Council of Churches of Christ, the United Church of Christ, the Baptist
Peace Fellowship of North America, the General Board of Church, and the
Saciety of the United Methodist Chureh, women’s groups, artists, lawyers
associations, professional athletes, Latino coalitions, and more. Wide support
also came forth on an international level, including Archbishop Desmond
Tistu and ten other Nobel Prize laureates, members of parliament from Aus-
tralia, human rights organizations from Central America and Africa, labor
organizations, lawyers associations, and others.

Tie ExgcuTive GranT oF CLEMENCY

On August 11, 1999, President Clinton announced his decision—a compli-
cated, conditional offer of clemency that if accepted would amount to imme-
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diate release on parole for eleven (prisoners Ida Luz Rodriguez, Ricardo
Jiménez, Carmen. Valentin, Elizam Escobar, Alicia Rodriguez, Adolfo Matos,
Dylcia Pagén, Luis Rosa, Alejandrina Torres, Edwin Cortés, and Alberto
Rodriguez), delayed release on parole for two (after an additional five years in
prison for Juan Segatra Palmer and after an additional ten years in prison for
Oscar Lépez), a remitted fine for one {Antonio Camacho Negrén), and an
inexplicable wholesale denial for one (Carlos Alberto Torres).

Declaring that “the prisoners were serving extremely lengthy sen-
rences—in some cases 90 years—which were out of proportion to their
crimes,” the president said that he was moved by the support from “various
members of Congress, a number of religious organizations, labor organiza-
tions, human rights groups, and Hispanic civic and community groups,” along
with “widespread support across the political spectrum within Puerto Rico,”
and thousands of letters requesting their release.® He also indicated that he
was moved by “worldwide support on humanitarian grounds from numerous
quarters,” pointing specifically to former president Jimmy Carter, Nobel Prize
laureate South African Archbishop Desmond Tutu, and Coretta Scott King. "

Tur RESPONSE

The campaign immediately criticized the president’s offer for failing to release
all of the prisoners and for attaching conditions; the prisoners and their coun-
sel set about to discuss the complicated offer; and the campaign in Puerto
Rico mobilized one of the largest mass marches in the nation’s history to press
for the unconditional release of all.

In the month following the offer of conditional clemency, as the prison-
ers weighed their options, the right wing in the United States set about to
whip the public into a hysterical frenzy, adopting the issue—with a
vengeance and to achieve vengeance—to batter Clinton for having avoided
their efforts to remove him from office following the discovery of his affair
with a young White House intern.® Several committees in both houses of the
legislature convened hearings, and both houses overwhelmingly approved a
joint resolution condemning the action of President Clinton,” in what was
thought to be the strongest bipartisan rebuke to Clinton from Congress,”
accusing him of “making deplorable concessions to tetrorists and placing in
danger the national security in conceding clemency to Puerto Rican 'terror-
ists.” The proximiry of presidential elections, with Republicans desperate to
regain the White House, led to posturing on the issue by party leaders and
candidates.® Even the president’s wife, herself a candidate for the U.S. Sen-
ate, ventured into the fray, challenging her husband.”” The prevailing atmos-
phere in the United States during the prisoners’ deliberations was hate-filled
hysteria that ultimately pressured the president to set a date by which the
offer would expire if not accepted.



The conditions attached to the clemency offer included renouncing the
“use, threatened use, or advocacy of the use, of violence for any pu'rpos”e;
including the achieving of any goal concerning the status of Puerto Rico.™
Since the prisoners had submitted a statement to the 1.S, Congress in 1997
‘when it considered legislation to resolve the status, indicating their dispos%—
tion to participate in an open, democratic process, the tenunciation c?f their
use of force gave them no pause. There were hesitations, however, with the
prospect of leaving some behind, and also with the conditions of parole, pat-
ticularly in two aspects: the restriction on association “with persons who have
a criminal record” and the restriction on travel. Not only would they be pro-
hibited from secing each other—problematic enough for the Rodriguez sisters
and for all of them for the difficult process of cransition from prison—but, in
a movement for so long criminalized by the U.S. and colonial governments,
many of whose leaders and heroes are former political prisoners, these restric-
tions would interfere with their pasticipation in the independence move-
ment. The conditions would have given pause due to the sordid trajectory of
COINTELPRO, but additional concern arose upon learning of the Justice
Department’s public opposition to their release,® given that this agency was
to be responsible for monitoring their compliance with the condition-s. Sup-
port offered by the Colegio de Abogados (Bar Association) in Puerto Rico an.d
the National Lawyers Guild in the United States helped allay some of this
concern.®
The prisoners, scattered throughout the United States in elevclan
remote prisons, were not given the opportunity to meet face-to-face to dis-
cuss the president’s offer.”” However, in three unprecedented conference
calls, they discussed the president's offer as frankly as they could, given Fhe
assumption that the calls were being intercepted. The years of separation
and arduous prison conditions had not daunted them. With developed
political vision, creativity, love, and marturity, they carefully listened to
each other and to their movement, and, wholly supporting each other,
together decided their course. '

RELEASE

On September 10, 1999, eleven women and men became former po]itic'al
prisoners,” emerging from prison to be received with a hero’s welcome in
Chicago, where two returned to their families and commnunities, in San Juan,
where nine went to live, and in New York, even though none of the prison-
ers appeared there.” In Puerto Rico, hundreds of enthusiastic supporters
waited hours at the airport for their arrival, greeting them with shouts of
“hero, hero.” Parents and grandparents, recognizing the significance of the
historic moment, brought their children and prandchildren to witness the
moment and to learn the importance of their flag and their country,”
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Not only did San Juan’s Catholic archbishop invite them as special
guests to participate in mass on Three Kings Day,® where he and San Juan's
mayor celebrated the prisoners’ freedom and integration into the commuy-
nity, but they have been welcomed by churches, civic and religious groups,
universities and lahor organizations, and family and friends, and offered rem-
porary housing, economic support, and employment. They are seen and
respected as “ex-political prisoners,” including by the island’s largest daily
newspaper.” They are recognized wherever they go, as people they have
never met stop them in the street to embrace them, to show their respect, to
thank them for their contribution to the nation, and to express a most heart-
felt welcome.

The eleven have fully complied with the conditions that accompanied
the president's order, meeting as required with probation officials, submitting
reports, limiting their association, and traveling only with permission,
granted only rarely, While initially much of their time was spent reuniting
with their families and getting acquainted with their new surroundings,® after
a few short months, most were working and/for atrending university.” They
have established themselves as teachers and mentors, artists, musicians, arti-
sans, and museum guides, media and public relations professionals, and office
clerks and handymen. Involved in their communities, caring for their elderly
parents and, in some cases, spouses, they are popular on the high school and
university lecture circuit, where they are asked for their autographs, their
opinions, their advice, and their tnput. They are public figures, revered,
respected, and honored by their people.

Their rapid integration into the fabric of Puerto Rican society is a resta-
ment to the president’s good judgment in ordering their release, a judgment
Clinton said he did not regret, even after the congressional onslaught.® The
former prisoners’ comportment likewise demonstrates that the release of their
remaining imprisoned patriots would result in no risk to society—a release
actively sought by the same campaign that won the release of the eleven.

SEPTEMBER 11, 2001, AND THE POLITICAL PRISONERS

The necessity of working for their release was only confirmed on September
11, 2001. Within hours of the World Trade Center and Pentagon attacks,
various political prisoners throughout the United States, including Puerto
Rican political prisoners Carlos Alberto Torres and Antonio Camacho
Negrén, were removed from the general population and segregated. Bven
Haydeé Beltran, who for over a decade has made clear to the government her
withdrawal from the political scene, was swept into segregation.

None of the political prisoners segregated on September 11 was sus-
pected of involvement in the artacks carried out that day. None was sus-
pected of violating prison rules, none was provided with written notice of
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charges, none was offered a hearing or any other opportunity to defend him-
self or herself, and none was allowed to communicate with attorneys or fam-
ily members to inform them what was being done to them.

Antonio Camacho was held so completely incommunicado at the Fed-
eral Correctional Institution (FCl) of Allenwood, Pennsylvania, that it took
three weeks to learn about his situation. When he asked prison staff why he
was segregated, they rold him, “You know how the general situation is. You
know why you are here” (personal communication). He was allowed no
incoming or outgoing mail and no telephone calls, not even with his attor-
ney. The medication for his stomach ulcer was withheld, in spite of his many
requests to prison staff. He was returned to the general population on Octo-
ber 2, some ten to fifieen pounds thinner, only to learn thart he lost the two-
man cell he had occupied and had to move to a six-man cell, and that much
of his personal property, including clothing and 2 radio, had been taken.

Carlos Torres was detained in segregation at FCI Oxford, Wisconsin, for
a month. In daily conversations, prison staff, those responsible for his day-to-
day supervision, universally expressed to his lawyer their puzzlement at his
placement in segregation, given his spotless record in prison. They likewise
expressed universal impotence to do anything about it, given that the order
came from Washington. An attorney in the office of the Bureau of Prison's
general counsel in Washington made it quite clear that his segregation had
nothing to do with his prison conduct and everything to do with what she
called “national security” and the fact that he was convicted of seditious con-
spiracy. A journalist reporting this story encountered a similar response from
Bureau of Prisons’ (BOP) spokesperson Linda Smith: “Were they terrorists?™

Other political prisoners segregated on September 11 include Marilyn
Buck, Sundiata Acoli, Yu Kikumura, Raymond Levasseur, and Richard
Williams—even Phil Berrigan, a former priest and radical pacifist. Acoli and
Williams were so held for four and five months, respectively.

Indefinite, long-term solitary confinement, legitimated by the new regu-
lations, causes psychological and physical deterioration of the sort widely
condemned as violating international human rights standards.® The devas-
tating consequences to isolated human beings are well documented and well
known to the Bureau of Prisons, particularly Puerto Rican political prisoners.

The attorney general has announced on many occasions following Sep-
tember 11 that he fully expects more terrorist attacks. Given his segregarion
of political prisoners on September 11, in spite of the fact that the govern-
ment knew full well that they had no relationship to the attacks, the attor-
neys for political prisoners have asked the government for assurance that such
sweeps not recur. Assurance has not been forthcoming. Carlos Torres, Oscar
Lépez, and many other political prisoners are serving lengthy, disproportion-
ate sentences the equivalent of life in prison. Torres’s projected release date
is October 15, 2024; Lépez’s, September 27, 2027, There is no assurance thar
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they will not be made to serve these long sentences in total isolation, barred
from communication with families, loved ones, and counsel. Insread, there is
a new law rthat ensures their vulnerability to illegitimate political punish-
ment, a vulnerability only confirmed by Attomey General Asheroft’s testi-
mony befare the Senate Judiciary Committee criticizing President Clinton
for being soft on terrotism, offering the example of his 1999 order granting
clemency to the eleven Puerto Rican political prisoners.

As for the former political prisoners, they are not immune from the
anti-terrorist hysteria reigning in Washington. After two and a half years of
scrupulously complying with all of the conditions, having integrated into
civil life, working and supporting themselves, and reunited with their fami-
lies and loved ones, they are now being subjected to increased supervision,
required to submit to urinalysis, with officials telling them that they are
likely to make visits to their families' homes {although they do not live with
these family members), to their places of work, and to places they are known
to frequent.

CONCLUSION

In the month following the president’s clemency offer,® and in the times of
the U.S. Navy's military "exercises” in Vieques—those rare moments when
Puerta Rico actually appears on the radar screen of U.S. news—notably miss-
ing from the public discourse is any acknowledgment of the colonial case of
Puerto Rico or the U.S. Congress’ responsibility for resolving the status ques-
tion.* Pro-statehood and pro-commonwealth leaders readily agreed in 1999
that the prisoners’ release and the simultaneous, brewing issue of the U.S.
Navy's presence in Vieques were “symptoms of a deep-seated problem, the
unresalved status of Puerto Rico, that will crop up in other forms in the
future,"® that they reflect “the frustration and the powerlessness that the peo-
ple of Puerto Rico feel in their political status,”® demonstrating “a persistent
deficit of democracy in the current relationship™® between Puerto Rico and
the United States that detracts from the legitimacy of U.S, sovereignty over
Puerto Rico. A White House announcement in 2000 to call for a process to
resolve the colonial status® seemed more calculated to win support for the
administration’s decision to keep the navy in Vieques than to envision any
lepitimate decolonization efforts.

The decade of the 1990s, declared by the United Nations the decade to
end colonialism, came and went, with Puerto Rico’s colonial status undis-
turbed. The United Nations Decolonization Committee continues to pass
annual resolutions recognizing the right of self-determination of the Puerto
Rican people, while successive 1J.S. administrations consistently take pains
to avoid the United Nations’ scrutiny, in spite of occasional lip service to the
need to resolve the status of Puerro Rico.
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Regardless of the prevailing hysteria in the United States, and whether
ot not the colonial status of Puerto Rico is resolved, eleven women and men
who dedicated decades of their lives to the freedom of their country now walk
free, contributing, if only by their mere presence and example, to the real
potential for independence. Their compatriots remain behind bars, con-
tributing, by their absence and example, to the need for a speedy and just res-
ohition of the status, which would of course result in their release,

In this not-yet-postcolonial era, following the atracks of September 11,
much can be gleaned from the astounding pace at which “anti-terrorist” leg-
islation has wiped out many civil liberties, the government’s frontal attack on
the most harmless dissent,® the increase in domestic spying,” and the utter
disregard for domestic and international law in the treatment of those being
held in Guantdnamo.” This historical moment promises to be difficult for the
remaining Puerto Rican political prisoners—and all political prisoners—as
well as for the movements they represent.
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