Hunting dictators and helping prisoners:
Human rights award winners reflect on the
sources of their passion

By David Montgomery October 7

It was a tale of two galas Tuesday night, of causes and consequences:

At the Mayflower Renaissance Hotel, the National Hispanic Foundation for the Arts celebrated
artists and media-makers for telling immigrant stories and making Latinos visible in the culture.
Just a few blocks away, at the Carnegie Institution, the Institute for Policy Studies saluted the
crusade to track and prosecute the war criminals whose barbarities in Central and South America
helped drive the tide of immigrants to the United States — especially to Washington — in recent
decades.

Singled out to represent the crusaders was a slight woman with a voice hoarse from emotion
alternating with indignation: Almudena Bernabeu received an international Letelier-Moffitt
Human Rights Award along with the organization where she’s a lawyer, the San Francisco-based
Center for Justice & Accountability. That she is neither Latin American nor North American —
she grew up in Spain — gave her a perspective to bridge cultural divides in an international
movement where the slow and frustrating pace of progress puts Martin Luther King’s famous
phrase to the test: “The arc of the moral universe is long, but it bends towards justice.”

“I’m a prosecutor at heart, I’'m a judgmental person by birth,” she said before the awards
ceremony attended by a few hundred people. “Perhaps that is why it is so important to me to
expose” wrongdoers.

Peering into her own soul, she identifies something that she speaks of almost as a character flaw
— but not really. It’s just a clear-eyed view of the varying roles necessary in human rights work.
There are the healers, and there are the hunters.

“I don’t want to take care of the poor or those who have been tortured or those who have been
abused,” she said. “I want this stupid world to stop abusing people....I want to help the person
whose child was disappeared — of course. But my strongest sense of who | am, if | want to be
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super-honest, is, how can | fight and tell the world that this [expletive] was actually ordering
these disappearances and getting rid of these 18-year-old students?”’

Most recently, the work of Bernabeu and her colleagues at the justice center contributed to the
deportation this year from Florida to El Salvador of Carlos Vides Casanova, a former defense
minister implicated in “extrajudicial killing and torture” during the Salvadoran civil war of 1980-
1992, according to U.S. Immigration and Customs Enforcement.

In a separate case, a U.S. magistrate judge in North Carolina is deciding whether to extradite
former Salvadoran commander Inocente Orlando Montano to Spain. There he would face
prosecution for his alleged role in the 1989 murders in San Salvador of six Jesuit priests, their
housekeeper and her daughter.

In 2013, Bernabeu’s work led to the conviction in Guatemala of former Guatemalan leader
Efrain Rios Montt for his part in the slaughter of nearly 2,000 Ixil Mayans in the early 1980s. A
higher court overturned the conviction on procedural grounds.

In Florida, a lawsuit is proceeding against a former Chilean officer in the torture and murder of
poet and singer Victor Jara in 1973, after the U.S.-backed coup by Gen. Augusto Pinochet.

At the awards ceremony, Bernabeu shared the spotlight with Daryl Atkinson, who received the
domestic Letelier-Moffitt Human Rights Award, along with the North Carolina-based Southern
Coalition for Social Justice, where he is a senior staff attorney. On a day when the Obama
administration announced the release of 6,000 federal inmates to provide relief for people who
received harsh sentences for drug offenses in recent decades, Atkinson’s own crusade resonates
with a growing reconsideration of how the nation prosecutes and punishes.

“We are at a point in our history where the breadth of our criminal justice system is way out of
wack,” he said.

He cited estimates of 70 million Americans with a criminal record, 2 million in prison, 5 million
on parole or probation — accounting for a disproportionate number of the world’s incarcerated
people.

“American exceptionalism turned on its head,” Atkinson said.

He and the coalition are part of the movement to give people coming out of prison a better
chance to find work and rejoin society, while at the same time reforming the way justice is meted
out.

“The fight we are in is more than just a policy-changing, law-changing fight,” he said. “The fight
is also shifting hearts and minds.... The people who have been impacted are disproportionately
people of color. When you have this conversation about the restoration of rights of people who
have been involved with the criminal justice system, you’re also having a conversation about the
restoration of rights of people of color.”


https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/national-security/justice-department-about-to-free-6000-prisoners-largest-one-time-release/2015/10/06/961f4c9a-6ba2-11e5-aa5b-f78a98956699_story.html
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/national-security/justice-department-about-to-free-6000-prisoners-largest-one-time-release/2015/10/06/961f4c9a-6ba2-11e5-aa5b-f78a98956699_story.html

Atkinson got his college and law degrees only after serving 40 months in prison for drug-related
offenses. When he got out in 1999, he returned to a loving, solid family that became his
launching pad.

“The only thing that separates me from a thousand brilliant men that I left behind the wall is that
support system,” he said. “I don’t have any delusion of grandeur that there’s something so
special about me. There are a lot of diamonds in the rough who, if they had access to
opportunity, could be amazing contributors to this country.”

The Institute for Policy Studies, a progressive think tank, bestows the Letlier-Moffitt awards

each year in memory of former Chilean diplomat Orlando Letelier and Ronni Karpen Moffitt.
They were working at the institute in 1976 when they were killed by a car bomb detonated in
Sheridan Circle by agents of Chilean dictator Pinochet.

One of those who pleaded guilty in connection with the bombing plot, Armando Fernandez
Larios, reportedly has been accused by Chilean investigators of involvement in another political
assassination in Chile in the mid-1970s. He is living in the United States and could face
extradition.

Bernabeu is on the hunt.

“Every two weeks I think about him — | feel like he’s a member of my family,” she said. “He is
very much a pending subject for me.”
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