
In April 1989, Combined Jewish Philanthropies of Greater Boston 
(CJP) organized a fact-�nding mission to Italy. Information gath-
ered during the trip was used to inform congressional leaders about 
the unfolding situation and to urge action.
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Ronald Reagan and Mikhail Gorbachev at the Reykjavik Summit, 
October 1986.

Mikhail Brusilovsky was in Rome in late 1988 when these events were 
taking place. Scan the QR code to hear about his experiences.

This Soviet Jewry Report, published by Action for Soviet Jewry, 
summarized the situation in Rome for concerned readers in  
Massachusetts. 
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A Long Journey through Europe

Until the Berlin Wall fell in November 1989 and 
diplomatic relations with the Soviet Union 
were normalized, Soviet Jews wishing to come 

to the United States had to go through Rome via  
Vienna. In Vienna, they were met by representatives 
from the Hebrew Immigrant Aid Society (HIAS) who 
helped them travel to Rome, where they remained 
while U.S. Immigration and Naturalization Service 
(INS) o�cials processed their applications for asylum. 
As the number of prospective immigrants increased 
in the late 1980s, overwhelmed INS o�cials began 
denying them refugee status, fearing that they would 
become a burden on American communities. Soviet  
emigrants, meanwhile, often did not know how to  
convey the seriousness of their cases to INS o�cials 
who were unfamiliar with the history of persecution 
in the Soviet Union. 

As the number of refusals in Rome grew, 
concerned relatives and activists in the  
United States began lobbying represen -
tatives in  Congress to �nd a way to admit 
the people who were now stranded in Italy. 
Sympathetic congressional leaders,  
including Senator Edward Kennedy, sought 
legislative solutions while HIAS o�cials 
�led appeals with the INS in Rome.  
A solution  came in the form of the Lautenberg Amendment, 
which was �rst enacted in 1990. It granted presumptive refugee 
status to members of several historically persecuted religious 
groups from the Soviet Union, including Jews, Evangelical Christians, 
Ukrainian Catholics, and members of the Ukrainian Autocephalous 
Orthodox Church and the Greek Orthodox Church.
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