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Persuaded by arguments that
Cuban exile Ramón Saúl Sánchez believes
that he should be able to enter the waters
of his homeland, a federal jury on
Wednesday acquitted him on charges he
violated federal regulations last July on a
vessel called My Right To Return Home.
Sánchez's speedboat broke off
from a five-vessel flotilla that had gathered
for a memorial ceremony July 14 at the
edge of Cuban waters.
Moments after Sánchez was found
not guilty - with about two dozen
supporters and his fiancée by his side - the
Democracy Movement leader and flotilla
organizer didn't rule out again testing a
concept that the U.S. government
contends could one day spark an
international incident.
``I will always, always claim my right
to return, but I pledge to always do it in a
way that is respectful of everybody's
concerns,'' said Sánchez, whose attorneys
made it a point to mention he had never
become a U.S. citizen. ``The memorials will
continue and it is my claim that I have a
right to return to my homeland. However, I
will do so in a way that takes into
consideration the concerns of the U.S.''
Sánchez is the first person ever to
have been charged or prosecuted for
violating a federal rule that established a
Security Zone around most Florida waters
from shore to three miles out. Privately
owned vessels less than 165 feet long are
prohibited from departing that zone with
the intention of entering Cuban waters
without first getting permission from the
U.S. Coast Guard.
The thrust of Sánchez's defense,
however, was that he did not intend to
enter Cuban waters when he left Key West,
but hatched the plan at the last minute
while already on the high seas when he
noticed no one was in his path.
Defense attorneys also said that
Sánchez believed that a provision of the
United Nations' Universal Declaration of
Human Rights exempted him from having
to first obtain Coast Guard permission.
Members of the seven-woman,
five-man jury - which included one woman
who identified herself

MEDIA STUNT?
as a Cuban American and a charter boat
captain who had traveled to Cuba apparently agreed that he didn't think the
regulation applied to him.
BELIEFS
"We spent the first part of our
deliberations arguing about the intent
thing but that ended up being less
relevant than his belief, I guess, about his
status,'' said jury foreman Robert Sax, 45, a
high school band teacher from Key Largo.
"I guess [the verdict] comes under
reasonable doubt - about his beliefs, his
beliefs about the application'' of the
regulation.
Had he been convicted, Sánchez
would have faced as much as 15 years in
prison.
Assistant U.S. Attorneys Eileen
O'Connor and Benjamin Greenberg, who
prosecuted Sánchez, had no comment on
the verdict.
But a Coast Guard attorney said the
agency will continue to enforce the 1996
federal regulation that was created by
presidential proclamation after Cuban
MiGs shot down two planes belonging to
the exile group Brothers to the Rescue,
killing four aboard.
"We respect the jury's decision. We
are disappointed, but we have to continue
to enforce the security zone,'' said Coast
Guard Lt. Joseph Kramek. ``It might be a
tough law to enforce, but I think there is
value to it.''
A government official familiar with
the case said the regulation could now be
reviewed with an eye toward tightening it.
``They might well do so [after] this
case. This is the first time this statute and
the regulation has been taken to a judicial
proceeding,'' the official said.
The verdict came days after Senior
U.S. District Judge Norman Roettger
acquitted two other men - Alberto Pérez
and Pablo Rodríguez - who were on trial
with Sánchez for the same violations and
accompanied him on the speedboat.
Government arguments and
evidence that Sánchez may have narrowly
escaped a confrontation with a Cuban
gunboat while in Cuban waters didn't sway
jurors.
``We were given lots and lots of
completely irrelevant information and
most of what we did was sort of throw it
and toss it all aside as smoke screen,'' Sax
said. ``There was a lot of disagreement. It
was interesting.''
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Defense attorney Kendall Coffey, a former U.S. Attorney, adopted an air
of incredulity as he addressed jurors Tuesday. "There is nothing in anything they
demonstrated...that shows beyond a reasonable doubt that Ramón Sánchez
violated the law," Coffey said. "The regulation doesn't criminalize travel to Cuba."
Coffey, who is representing Sánchez along with Benedict Kuehne, asked
jurors to tightly focus their deliberations.
•••
Persuaded by arguments that Cuban exile Ramón Saúl Sánchez believes
that he should be able to enter the waters of his homeland, a federal jury on
Wednesday acquitted him on charges he violated federal regulations last July on
a vessel called My Right To Return Home.
In his closing argument, Coffey said prosecutors were attempting to
paint the July incursion as a "diabolical dash at high speed into Cuban territorial
seas'' instead of focusing on what he contended was a narrow charge focusing on
intent. "It all centers around what happened near Key West,'' he said.

Prosecutors portrayed the case as a
cut-and-dried situation of a man who
loved media attention and took an
extreme route to generate coverage.
For prosecutors, a white flag
Sánchez hoisted upon his speedboat in
Cuban waters was a "don't shoot me''
insurance policy against Cuban gunboats,
while statements Sánchez made to the
media showed a man who defiantly
intended to challenge the regulation.
But defense attorneys Kendall
Coffey and Benedict Kuehne said the
situation was much murkier, despite
statements Sánchez made to the media
that might seem to suggest he had made
his mind up to enter Cuban waters well
before he ever departed a Key West dock.
Sánchez's decision to rush into
Cuban waters was a "spur of the moment''
choice, they said, one that was impulsively
made after an "honorable man'' realized
that a Coast Guard cutter that was typically
stationed in front of the flotilla toward
Cuban seas was not in his way.
As expected, it was the words of
Sánchez himself that prosecutors used in
an effort to convince jurors that he had
long planned to violate Security Zone
rules.
Among TV clips they cited: an
interview in which Sánchez said he
intended to ``challenge the presidential
decree'' that created the regulation using
``innovative'' means.
Prosecutors contended that those
means were a poor quality speedboat that
had never before been on a flotilla and
which didn't have enough gas when it was
seized at sea by the Coast Guard to make it
back to shore on its own.
``This is something you just don't
do, this is something you think about, you
plan, you get ready,'' O'Connor said in her
final appeal to jurors.
In his closing argument, Coffey said
prosecutors were attempting to paint the
July incursion as a ``diabolical dash at high
speed into Cuban territorial seas'' instead
of focusing on what he contended was a
narrow charge focusing on intent. ``It all
centers around what happened near Key
West,'' he said.
Beaming outside the courthouse
after the verdict, the man at the center of
the storm said the outcome reaffirmed his
faith in the U.S. justice system. ``I have two
countries,'' Sánchez said, ``Cuba and the
U.S.''

