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David R. Martin & Susan Gibbs 

SOVIET REFUGEES: THE 

CONTINUING DIIJEMMA 
As the Soviet union finally lets its people go, the United States 
has to deal with the numbers. 

F OR MOST OF us in this nation of immigrants, 
our ancestors' journeys to America are a part 
of history. But for tens of thousands of Soviet 

citizens , the decision to leave their country is a pres­
ent-day trauma. Just [Q request an exit visa calls for 
courage on their part-a willingness to endure both 
the stigma of applying to emigrate and the uncer­
tainty of leaving behind their homes and homeland­
and entails not just the fervent hope that the authori­
ties will grant them permission to go, but a stalwart 
faith that the United States or some other Western 
nation will accept them once they are out. 

That faith has been well-founded for a long time. 
The United States has consistently pressured the So­
viet Union for the release of Soviet citizens-promi­
nent among them Jews and Evangelical C hristians­
who have suffered human rights abuses and perse­
cution in their own land . It has been standard prac­
tice among administrations in vVashington to express 
their whoiellearted support for those able to gain re­
lease. In Rome, the major way station for Sovie t 
emigres wishing to enter the Un ited States, U.S. Im­
lligration and Naturalization Service (INS) officers 
/11Ve, for years, virtually rubberoostampecl the appli­
. nions of Soviet citizens. For those accorded official 
't fugee starus by INS, support from the U.S. govern­
";.cnt has included not just the offer of U.S. citizen-

~ . \ip, but Dnancial aid to cover living expenses whi le 
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in Europe, travel costs while en route, and resettle­
ment costs here in the United States. 

Over the past two years, however, something has 
happened to greatly complicate the situation: The 
Soviet Union has significantly loosened its hold on 
those wishing to !eave. The stream of emigres' ebbed 
and flowed with Soviet policy for more than two dec­
ades. Recently, however, the flow became a torrent. 
Whether this stemmed more from U.S. diplomatic 
efforts or from factors internal to the Soviet Union, 
the fact remains that by last fall the United States 
found its procedures for accepting Soviet refugees­
and the resources to help them-virtually over­
whelmed. The dilemma that emerged so suddenly, 
and which remains hotly debated even now, was this: 
How can the Uni ted States make good on an implicit, 
long-standing offer of help to any Soviet refugee , 
when suddenly there are so many of them?! 

How many? By October 1989, the number of So­
viet emigres seeking access to the Uni ted States had 
reached some 10,000 a month, in stark contrast to the 
20,421 admitted to the United States in all of fiscal 
year 1988 and the mere 3,694 admitted during fiscal 
year 1987. 

The exi t rou te these people followed was known 
as the Vienna-Rome pipeline. Inside the Soviet 
Union, they would apply to the proper authorities for 
exi t visas and, if lucky enough to get them, would 
travel fir t to Vienna and then on to Rome, where they 
would formally apply for refugee status at INS. The 
pipeline had worked smoothly enough when the 
numbers were small~r. But now the numbers were 
enormous, and how much higher they would go was 
anybody's guess . Not only did the United States lack 



control over the volume of people entering the pipe­
line, it lacked any way of knowing how many more 
were on the way. 

Another troublesome fact stemmed from the 
administration's decision in August 1988-based on 
the burgeoning number of applicants-to review So­
viet refugee applications on a case-by-case basis, 
rather than to accept virtually all Soviet refugee 
claims on face value. As a result, some claims of So­
viet ~migies already out of the Soviet Union and now 
in Italy were being denied. The growing population 
of Soviets in Italy-both those awaiting processing 
and thl); e altogether stranded-was of increasing 
concern to American and Italian officials. 

For these and other reasons, the State Depart­
ment in September 1989 announced that it would im­
mediately close the Vienna-Rome pipeline and 
establish a new set of application and processing pro­
cedures. The first major change was that Soviet citi­
zens seeking refugee status would have to apply at 
the American Embassy in Moscow-that is, before 
they left the Soviet Union. The second major change 
was that-for the first time-the United States itself 
would impose limits on the number of Soviets to be 
admi tted: z In fiscal year 1990, 50,000 wO ll.ld be 
granted refugee status, with limited additional ad­
missions under the Attorney General's discretionary 
parole authority. J 

By imposing new procedures and a firm ceiling on 
the number of Soviet immigrants, the administration 
hoped to bring some order to the migration of Soviets 
to the United States-a process that had been wholly 
dependent on the emigration policies of the Soviet 
Union, and that was breaking down under the burden 
of so many new emigres. But by putting a cap on So­
viet immigration-thereby helping to solve some ad­
ministrative and financial problems-the United 
States may have begun to deny tens of thousands of 
Soviet citizens the oppoTtun:ty to leave the Soviet 
Union-thereby adding to some delicate political ones. 

The way it was 

The September 1989 announcement was State's re­
sponse to a billowing bure:mcratic nightmare. Here is 
what it confronted. 

The first stop for Soviet emigres is Vienna,4 
where voluntary agencies, such as the Hebrew Im­
migrant Aid Society, give them assistance. Soviet 
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Jews are met in Vienna by an Israeli government rep­
resentative; if they decide to emigrate to :"rael, they 
are routed directly there. 5 Soviet emigres who choose 
the United States ar~ provided food and lodging and 
routed to Rome for processing by INS. Tilere, once 
more, voluntary agencies meet them; transport them 
to temporary lodgings; and provide food , shelter, and 
other necessary care during their stays. The volun­
tary agencies also help them prepare for their aH­
import1nt INS review. Each applicant's case is 
examined and decided by a'1 INS officer; only after 
the INS interview does the applicant learn if he or she 
has been ac~epted for entry into the United States 
as a refugee, been denied entry entirely, or been 
considered for entry under the Attorney General' s 
rarole authority. 

Those who are granted refugee status are proc­
essed for travel and flown to the United States where, 
once again, voluntary agencies greet them and ~ :dp 

get them settled. Others, denied refugee status but 
offered resident alien status under the Attorney Gen­
eral's parole Quthority, also fly to the United States 
(but without financial assistance from the govern­
ment), and are met by individuals or organizations 
that have pledged responsibility for their welfare. 
Still others, eith~r having been denied access to the 
United States or having chosen not to accept parole 
offers, are left to their own devices in Italy. 

The flow of Soviet emigres into Vienna and on to 
Rome began to grow appreciably in fiscaJ year 1987, 
and then dramatically in fiscal year 1988. (See figure 
1.) By January 1989 (thlee months into fiscal year 
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1989), State Department officials were anticipating 
over 100,000 applications-about half of them com­
ing through Rome-by the end of the fiscal year. By 
July. the number of applications had already ex­
ceeded 32 ,000 in Rome and 38,000 in Moscow. 
When the fiscal year ended in September, 39,553 So­
viet refugees had been admitted (0 the United 
States. The great majority of these were jews and 
Evangelical Christians coming through Rome; 
fleeing a history of persecution in the Soviet Union, 
members of these two groups were usually granted 
refugee status by INS. (By contrast, most Soviets 
who were applying at the American Embassy in Mos­
cow were Armenians. As a group , they were not 
fleeing persecution and generally were not granted 
refugee statuS.)6 

The rapidly increasing number of applicants 
moving through the Vienna-Rome pipeline strained 
the resources available to help them. The voluntary 
agencies, even with financial help from the State De­
partment, were hard pressed to keep up. During fis­
cal year 1989, the State Department-fu nding food, 
lodging, and medical expenses for the refugees , and 
also reimbursing the voluntary agencies for their as­
sistance to each approved refugee-spent $85 mil­
lion on refugee processing in Vienna and Rome. 7 

Money aside, by early 1989, the influx of Soviet 
emigres into Rome had swamped the capacity of the 
voluntary agencies and INS to keep them moving. In 
response , both the voluntary agencies and INS in­
creased the size of their staffs substantially. Yet by 
July 1989, the backup in Italy amounted to some 
12,000 persons in various stages of processing. By the 
end of September, that number had grown to about 
15,000, with an additional 12,000 in Vienna awaiting 
travel to Rome. 

Not surprisingly, the strain began to show in Italy 
itself. Many of the Soviet emigres enduring the long 

i : , 
<f'1 05 <f' 

processing cycle in Rome-typically 60 to 90 days-­
were housed in the small seaside town of Ladispoli, 
Italy. For Ladispoli's residents, the influx of foreign 
transients created housing shortages and was in other 
ways troublesome and disruptive-ali the more so 
because it just kept giOwing. 

Another problem lay with the increasing number 
of Soviet emigres who, having been den;~d refugee 
status, were unwilling or unable to accept a parole of­
fer as an alternative. Some declined parole status un­
der the rationale that to accept it would be a tacit 
admission that their group had not suffered persecu­
tion as a class in the Soviet Union. Others did not 
have relatives or contacts in the United States who 
could provide the required stateside affidavits of sup­
port. As of July 1989, about 4,400 Soviet emigres in 
Italy had been denied refugee status and been of­
fered parole. Accurding to INS, at that time only 117 
had accepted the offer and left for the United States. 
Those who stayed behind had little choice but to en­
ter the Italian labor market as illegal aliens.8 

The way it is 

Clearly, then, there were several pressing reasons 
behind the decision to close the Vienna-Rome exit 
route . The dramatic rise in the number of Soviet 
emigres had led to an equally dramatic rise in proc­
essing costs and to tremendous strains on the system. 
The pipeline had never before accommodated so 
large a volume of refugee applicants, and no one 
could predict with certainty whether their numbers 
would continue to rise or drop off. The levels already 
reache d had led not just (0 thousands of Soviet 
emigres enduring lengthy delays in Italy while their 
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cases were processed, but to the specter of large 
numbers of them being stranded entirely. 

By now the effects of the decision are being felt. 
For one thing, the United States has gained control 
over the number of refugr:e applicants entering the 
system: State and INS can now decide how many ap­
plicants will be imerviewed and how many refugees 
will be admitted. Processing costs for each refugee 
should fall by more than one-half, as there will be no 
need for feeding, sheltering, and caring for appli­
cants, as had been the case for those processed in Vi­
enna and Rome. And there will no longer be large 
numbers of Soviets citizens lingering at Lauispoli 
and Rome for processing. 

For the prospective applicants themselves, there 
are some advantages: They can now apply f(lr refugee 
status-and get a decision-without having to dis­
rupt their lives by first applying for and receiving vi­
sas from their own government, and then packing up 
and leaving their country in a state of uncertainty. 
Under the new, Moscow-based system, those denied 
refugee status can return to their homes without hav­
ing burned their bridges behind them. 

But there are disadvantages for them as well. Al­
ready, there is a growing backlog of applications at the 
American Embassy in Moscow. And because of var­
ious priorities now being assigned to those wishing to 

emigrate, many may not be interviewed at all. Also, 
because of the volume of applicants, postinterview 
processing of approved applicants may keep them in 
the Soviet Union for as long as six months after their 
applications have been approved. For successful ap­
plicants, all this may add up to a year's processing 
time from application to embarkation-something of 
particular concern to Soviet Jews at a time when So­
viet anti-Semitism is reportedly on the rise. 

Long waits may be troublesome enough, but the 
most profound effect on Soviet emigres will be that 
not as many of them will be coming to America as 
probably would have had the Vienna-Rome pipeline 
been left open. Fifty thousand refugees and several 
thousand more e1igibl~ for parole status: Thes\! are 
sizable numbers, but they do not match the esti­
mated 800,000 Soviet citizens who will apply for ad­
mission to the United States during fisc~1 year 1990. 

If th("oJ don't come to the United States, where 
might they go? For Soviet jews, the most prominent 
alternative is Israel. 

This is where the administration's attempt to 

solve one proLlem has begun to stir up another. The 
Israelis are pleased with the influx of Soviet jews, 
who number some 1.8 million and are the last great 
source of jews to populate Israel. But Israel's adv~r-

saries, not surprisingly, are not so pleased. And the 
problem is doub~y complicated by the poss~bility that 
the rising num ber of Soviet jews entering Israel will 
settle in the occupied territories. It is not just Israel's 
adversaries, but its ally the United States, who op­
pose that practice. The United States now has a tan­
gled diplomatic problem to deal with. 

And it has another as well. The administration 
has closed the Vienna-Rome pipeline and effectively 
capped the number of Soviet citizens who will be ad­
mitted to the United States. This is a signal that the 
United States either cannot or will not accept all who 
would leave the Soviet Union. Many of those waiting 
in Moscow call this the abrogation of a promise. Is it? 

In a sense, the United States may be the victim 
of its own good fortune. Having waited years for this 
window of opportunity, the nation must now make 
the most of the situation while keeping an eye on fi­
nances, politics, diplonaacy-and its conscience .• 

l 

l. GAO's work on matters relating to Soviet refugees began in N0-
vember 1988 and has included several reviews of policy and proc­
essing issues. The latest is entitled S()f)iet R~lIgm: Processing and 
Admin01l£'t 10 the Unittd Stotts (GAO/NSIAD-90-158, May 9, 1989). 
While the authors were significant cuntributors to these reports, 
their views as exprc.:ssed in the GAO JOII,."ol are not necessarily 
those of GAO. 
2. The United States has traditionally set yearly refugee admis­
sion levels on a region-hy-region b1sis-the Soviet Union in­
cluded. For years , however, the practice h .. s been to accept all 
Soviets who could obtain permission to leave their cot:ni.ry, regard­
less of the numbers. If individuals were not accorded refugee sta­
tus, then offers of parole would be made instead. 
3. Soviet citizens emering the United Slates under the Attorney 
General's parole authority do not receive travel , medical, or reset­
dement benefits. Until recently. parolet:s were not given the option 
of eventually obtaining U.S. citizenship. But with passage of Pub­
lic Law 101 -167 in November 1989, that rig1u was ~xt(:nded to all 
Soviet parolees. 
4. Because there are still Soviet emigres in the Vienna-Rome 
pipeline, we have chosen to use the present tense in describing it. 
The reader should keer in mind, however, that the effect of the 
September 1989 State Department decision has been to phase out 
the practices we are describing. 
5. Over the past ~c years, more than 90 percent of Soviet Jews 
arriving in Vienna have chosen to travel to the United States rather 
than Israel. In fact, most of the Soviet refugee applicants in Rome 
during this t.ime have been Jews. 
6. The legal basis of U.S. refugee admissions is the Refugee Act 
of 1980, which embodies the American tradition of granting refu­
gee status to groups suffering or fearing persecution. For purposes 
of the U.S. refugee admis~ions program, the act adopted the defi­
nition of "refugee" contained in the United Nations Convention 
and Protocol relating (0 the Status of Refugees. In general, a refu­
gee is one who has suffered persecution, or has established a well­
founded fear of persecution, on account of race, religion, nation­
ality, membership in a particular social group, or political opinion. 
The full definition may be found in Section 101 (a)(42) of the Im­
migration and NationalIty Act, as amended. 
7. This figure does not include the costs of resettling refugees in 
the United States-costs thar. are funded by the U.S. Department 
(If Health and Human Services. 
8. Soviet emigr~s in the Vienna-Rome pipelille are admitted to It­
aly, not as resident aliens, but rather as transients for purposes of 
resettlement in other countries, primarily the United States. 




