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Letters

State Dept. Weaves Tangled Web on Cuban Jails
To the Editor:

Richard Schifter, Assistant Secre
tary of State for Human Rights and
Humanitarian Affairs, maintains (let
ter, July 11) that Cuba's Fidel Castro,
to divert attention from "Stalinist fea
tures of the state he runs," is calling
out to the rest of the world:

" *Come and look at us; you can see
that we have stopped torturing our
prison inmates.'

"And the innocents come and look,
and then announce to the world that
Fidel Castro has stopped torturing
prison inmates. Yet his totalitarian
dictatorship continues without any
other change."

Mr. Schifter'has only himself to
blame if Fidel Castro has diverted at
tention from real human rights
abuses in Cuba by opening his
prisons. A principal reason that the
prisons became the focus of the de
bate about human rights in Cuba is
the State Department allegations
about those prisons that were made
under Mr. Schifter's leadership.

The most recent State Department
country reports on human rights,
produced under Mr. Schifter's direc
tion, allege that torture takes place in
the prisons, and that disappearances

and secret executions are also prac
ticed. The reports say that "Cuba
refuses to allow visits by interna
tional human rights organizations
and does not respond to their inquir
ies regarding human rights abuses
and prison conditions" and that "in
dependent verification" of torture in
the prisons "remains impossible."

Such assertions by the State De
partment undoubtedly played a part
in getting Cuba to open its prisons to
inspection. In our visits to the Cuban
prisons this year (though we were not
permitted to go under the auspices of
Americas Watch), like others who
went under the sponsorship of differ
ent groups, we found no evidence to
support the charges that torture, dis
appearances or secret executions are
practiced currently or in the recent
past. We did find certain conditions in
the prisons to be harsh and cruel,
particularly the use of dark, cramped
punishment cells to confine prisoners
considered to be breaking or resisting
prison discipline.

The real focus of human rights con
cern in present-day Cuba should in
volve such questions as pervasive
political surveillance, denial of due
process of law and denial of freedom

of expression. If Mr. Schifter and
those associated with him had focused
on such abuses in the first instance,
the question of current prison condi
tions would* never have loomed so
large, and Fidel Castro would not
have scored a propaganda victory by
opening his prisons to inspection. It is
because some such as Mr. Schifter
brought sensational charges that
turned out to be unsubstantiated that
Mr. Castro is able to obtain what'Mr.
Schifter calls "a favorable rating."

Finally, Mr. Schifter calls it "gall"
for President Castro to demand that
Cubans should be able to inspect
United States prisons. Again,. Mr.
Schifter has ft wrong. The demand
that United States prisons be opibn to
inspection by Cubans and .others
comes from Americans who b^lijeve
that our Government should practice
openness, giving usabetter argument
when we ask other governments to
open up. Adrian DeWind

Aryeh Neier

New York, July 11,1988

The writers are, respectively, chair
man and vice chairman of the Amer
icas Watch committee.


