March 28, 1978 - The Problem of Those Who Disappeared         [Excerpts]
Telegram from Ambassador Raul Castro to Department of State

“1. Summary

With the publication of the final lists of prisoners held by the executive under the state of siege power, many in Argentina and abroad will have to face the likelihood that missing friends and relatives must be presumed dead.  This will create some political pressures within Argentina, but likely will not have a major domestic political impact.  It will also generate pressures and campaigns seeking to force the GOA to render an accounting for the missing.  This situation raises the question for the USG of how to react.  The embassy recommends that the USG should concentrate its efforts on the opportunities created for continued progress toward return to the rule of law.  While not condoning or pardoning the GOA for its part in the disappearances, we should avoid endorsing demands for an accounting.”
…


”6. The problem for the GOA:
Those who have been maintaining the hope that disappeared relatives may turn up will feel their sense of loss acutely.  The one-issue groups, such as the Mothers of the Plaza de Mayo, will clamor for the government to make an accounting for the missing. The issue will be increasingly and dramatically reported internationally.  However, we doubt that it will assume significant domestic political proportions… “
“7. The GOA reaction:

The GOA has long since decided how to deal with the problem of disappearances.  It has established a framework to explain the disappearances and has not denied that when the last of the lists of detainees under the executive authority is published; those not listed can be assumed lost into one of the five categories of the disappeared.  The GOA's leaders have decided to ride out this issue.  We think they have concluded that it can be done without significant domestic political risk. We can expect the GOA spokesmen in the un and other international fora to deal with the disappearance problem by citing the five reasons for disappearances whenever the subject is raised.  The publications of the lists of detainees, however, together with the implementation of the right of option (voluntary exile) program have set the stage for further modifications of the GOA counter-terrorist practices. These moves, minimal though they be, create some momentum in the direction of a return to due process and normality.  We already see-as in the church's letter to the government--growing pressures to charge or free those held under the executive authority and to cease the irregular detention practices (abduction) regularly used by the security forces.”
“8. The problem for the United States government:
When events require that there be public acknowledgment of many thousands of presumed dead in Argentina, the USG will have to comment on the situation in dealing with Congress and international organizations, human rights groups, and particularly friends and relatives of the missing. The embassy recommends that the US avoid supporting demands that the GOA account for the missing. We believe this would be fruitless and might divert us from the opportunity that lies in the current situation. The effort would be fruitless because we believe that the GOA feels its current position is less risky than future publication of necessarily incomplete lists of those-executed by the security forces. Even if it should choose to publish lists, their omissions would generate further controversy. The GOA counter-terrorist operations were deliberately organized with a high degree of independence of individual units, particularly in the first year following the revolution. This was done partly to compartmentalize the operations and protect them from terrorist penetration, but it was also done so that the GOA might make a plausible denial of any particular operation. We suspect that, even if the government has tried to maintain some records of executions, the method  by which it organized its troops almost guarantees that reports would be unreliable. It is also important to bear in mind that the GOA has accepted responsibility for the deaths of some of the persons disappeared and, consequently, admits a burden of guilt, albeit vastly understated. The embassy recommends that in correspondence and public statements about the problem of those missing in Argentina, the USG avoid language that would stigmatize this government and instead focus attention on the prospects for improved observance of human  rights in Argentina.”

”9. The opportunity for the U.S.:
The publication of the lists of political prisoners is in a sense a watershed event. The government has dropped the veil of secrecy from one important aspect of its security program. With the war against subversion acknowledged as won by all but a few hardliners, it should become increasingly difficult to justify those abduction practices still used by the security forces in their operations. The US response should be to reinforce the momentum toward normalization and due process. In this context, pressing for an accounting of the missing would be a diversion.”

”10. The embassy recommends that on an early convenient occasion a ranking department official comment on the publication of the detention lists, the right of option program (and, possibly the Deutsch and Timerman releases), stressing our hope that they are but early steps toward the rule of law. The public statement should be complemented by high-level private demarches in both Washington and Buenos Aires. These would not the public statement but heavily qualify it, and observe that US public opinion, for one, will not tolerate moves for an improvement in bilateral relations while the irregular arrest procedures and detentions without charge continue. At this time it should also be stressed that the issue of the disappeared will never go away so long as the GOA continues those practices which  are directly associated with many disappearances. The demarche could usefully set forth come specific reforms which would permit the USG to abstain on further IFI votes on Argentine loans. We should concentrate on the arrest procedures at this stage, for they are the mechanism for the worst abuses. We should avoid pressing for individual releases--a tactic which the GOA has successfully used to blunt the force of the USG pressures--and should avoid demanding accountability for the disappeared, since that does nothing directly to eliminate further abuses.”

”11. The department's comments would be appreciated. Castro”
