AMNESTY INTERNATIONAL 
South West Conference held at Exeter 25.2.17.
John and Sheila attended on behalf of our group and as usual it was a stimulating and thought-provoking occasion.  This account is as informative and short as we can make it!
THE LIFE OF JUST ONE HUMAN RIGHTS DEFENDER

After registration, we heard a speaker from Ethiopia – Getachew Simie Obse – a journalist who has been imprisoned for just doing his job.  Getach is currently a research fellow at York University.

Ethiopia – a land of 94.1 million people.  There is a 20 month calendar. Amharic is the official language. In 2001, Getch reported on a government corruption case, so was already on the government list of targets. In 2005 mass arrests of journalists coincided with election of new government. Getach one of a no. of journalists put in Kaliti Prison where Eskinder Nega is.  “He is our hero” said Getch .  300 people squashed into small room, not allowed to read, write or talk to one another. Moved to new prison for a no. of years, never accused of anything (!) When Getch was released he could not get work for a year, then started a community radio station funded by Unesco(?). Campaigning against child labour, prostitution, imprisonment, advocating disability  rights, gender equality. Currently 20,000 children in prison.  In 2009 Getch was arrested again.  By 2013, a growing divide between power of state and civil society. Lack of funding for community radio (runs out this year).  The organisation was targeted by government officials who advised the radio station to close down, and for Getch to stop working. There will be nobody left to protect the children and other vulnerable people. When Getch returns to Ethiopia he will be tracked by the State. Very stoic about this.
State of emergency since Oct 2016, media avenues blocked, arrests, disappearances, internet and satellite services closed.   The Gov. uses the ANTI TERRORISM PROCLAMATION  to use harsh powers.  Many journalists have fled the country .

IRONY.  Despite Ethiopia’s human rights abuses, it was elected to the UN Human Rights Commission!

Action

Getch asked us to continue to write to our MP and question how UK Aid money is spent in Ethiopia, put pressure on our Gov. and his to amend restrictive actions.  (UK is the biggest aid donor to Ethiopia)
We then had a choice of workshops and both hoped to attend the China workshop –– due to our link with Liu Xia Bo.  However this was cancelled due to ill-health of the speaker, so Sheila attended Turkey and John, Media.
TURKEY

Speakers Richard and Kerrie, were very downbeat regarding Turkey.  It is fast becoming an elected dictatorship.  There has been an erosion of democracy over a no. of years. The ruling AK party has been in power since 2002  - initially hailed as democratic with the military under civilian control.

But

Deep division between ‘White’ Turks (followers of Attaturk, secular, western, music, alcohol) and ‘Black’ Turks (Erdogan, conservative, Muslim, arranged marriages, head scarves).  Also between the Kurds in the South-East and ‘True’ (Muslim) Turks.
Recent coup attempt (Feb 2016).  (Mr E  said ‘it was a gift from God’). Why?
(1) To enable him to further cow the Turkish media (there is now self censorship in the media in order for media outlets to survive - since 2014 a pro-Gov. bias, in 2015 a record no. of journalists jailed, in 2016 the main opposition paper was taken over by the Gov.).

(2) To tame the judiciary (in 2014, 20 top prosecutors were removed, judges from June 2016 to be approved by Mr E).

(3) To control police, military, academics, civil servants, schools. Has led to a climate of fear when to speak any small derogatory remark about Erdogan can lead to imprisonment (so far 2,000 in courts for insulting Mr E).  
(4) To make huge purges. Since Feb 2016, 375 NGOs closed down, 128,398 people sacked from their posts, 174 new prisons built, 91,658 people detained, 45,000 arrested, 2,093 universities and schools closed.  No sign of it ending.
(5)Repercussion:-You become a non-person, any qualifications you have are annulled, there are repercussion on your wider family - job prospect, travel etc.
 (6) In April 2017, the country will get chance to vote on Mr Erdogan increasing his powers and being in power till 2029. He is ready to reintroduce the death penalty.  As opposition has been eradicated, this is likely to happen….watch this space.
(7) Has repercussions for our Gov because Teresa May has already visited Turkey – after seeing Trump – and sees them both as future good trading partners.  Amnesty concerned about move to the Right by our Gov in view of them having to find new trading partners post-Brexit.
Challenges for Turkey

-The biggest host to Syrian refugees (3 mill) funded by EU (inc. UK) to keep them from our shores.

- Violence against the refugees. 

-Civil war has resumed between PKK (Kurds) and Turkey.  Kerry spoke of the widespread conflict in the large urban areas of South-East Turkey  where thousands of people (Kurds) have already died, half million people displaced, communications with the outside world cut, curfews are in place and UNESCO sites destroyed, access to humanitarian aid with-held (little known about this in our media).  But it is happening. 
- IS attacks
Actions

3-5-17 is World Press Freedom Day.  Amnesty will be highlighting the plight of press people, removal of intellectuals etc.

AI CHILDREN’S HUMAN RIGHTS NETWORK
Presented by Jo and Lisa – 2 extremely informative women who showed the power of social media to highlight human rights abuses of children.  For instance half the world’s pop. of refugees are children.  USA has not ratified the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child. 86% of refugees are hosted by developing countries. 

There are 6 volunteers in this department and the focus has been on:-
(1) IRAN who has the death penalty for juveniles.

(2) USA and Jaqueline Montanez who has been on death row for an offence committed while a child.

(3) Malawi and its cruel treatment of albino children.

(4) Lobbying the UK Gov. re unaccompanied children to increase nos. under the Dubs ruling (3,000 had been agreed by Gov. only 200 have so far come and now the Gov has stopped them coming.  Where do the children go? They just disappear…)

(5) Also lobbying the UK Gov to allow the families of children already here to come and settle in this country. The Right to be Reunited.
(6) To lobby the UK Gov to reinstall Legal Aid so that children may obtain justice.

(7) To lobby the Gov to allow children already here to become British Citizens.  Costs £936.  The Right to Register.
(8) Use of blogs, Facebook, Twitterfeed, etc.  They send out a quarterly E-zine.
(9) Organise events, petitions, workshops, campaigns, quizzes – all through social media.

Action

They will come and talk to schools etc as they have small budget to help them with travel costs.  This would really appeal to young people and the speakers are very good.
LUNCHTIME ACTION AT CATHEDRAL GREEN

We laid out 43 pairs of shoes to highlight the disappearance of 43 students from Guerrero, Mexico who – 2years ago – were taken from their bus and have not been seen since. It is believed that security forces were responsible….

USE OF MEDIA

Wailim Wong – Regional Media Support Officer South West – email address wailimwong@outlook.com 
Wailim started his meeting by emphasising that although he has been unavailable in recent months, he is now ready to fulfil his role and prepared to visit groups.  

Publicity is essential for various reasons – primarily because it might attract new membership and secondly to boost the morale of existing members. 

He also spoke of the support given by local radio stations – especially when presented with complete audio clips so that their work is done for them. Several members emphasised the importance of the i movie app which allows for editing music etc. to send to radio and TV stations. Love it apparently.

There was discussion about the increasing importance of social media and the Exeter Group and Exeter Student Group spoke of their tight links due to Facebook, Twitter etc.  Obviously this is something which we are going to have to get to grips with properly but is beyond John’s current capabilities.  However, we are sure that Neil – when he returns – will be the master of the Twittersphere!  It’s got to be done.

Other important items:-

(1) Strong branding at all events ” We have got to see the candles”
(2) Weather proof banners are available 
(3) Good visual ideas must be the basis of photographs for local press. 

(4) We must work with local churches and religious groups

(5) We should all attempt to get letters published in the ‘Dear Editor’ pages

(6) Wailim asked that items for The Western Morning News should be channelled through him as they affect all groups in the South-West.

Conclusion

Social media is the current reality if we are to gain young members.  A couple at the meeting said they never look at newspapers or TV news but get all information from their i-phone.  

So we guess that whilst John can and will send in press releases with the help of Christine’s photographs, the full story requires the techno savvy Neil.
UPDATE ON AIUK FROM AIUK BOARD MEMBER
Human Rights in 2017
“Donald Trump, Erdogan, Duerte, Orban, all characterise themselves as being ‘anti-establishment ‘ whilst wielding a toxic agenda of hounding, scape-goating, and vilifying the media”

Harrison Littler said the UK has seen an increase in hate crime. The Human Rights Act still needs to be protected from our Gov. who has previous threatened to repeal it. There will be a Human Rights Defenders Campaign launched later in 2017. There is the AI UK AGM in April 8th and 9th in Nottingham and places are free of charge.  Anyone interested? More members and more participation are needed to raise vital funds and awareness of human rights abuses around the world as well as in our own country.   Each case taken on by Amnesty requires strict scrutiny and verification.  Great risks taken by people in the field (journalists, HRDs, academics, researchers) to pass on as detailed information as possible. 

The International Council Meeting is the highest decision-making body and the global South is much better represented.  Takes place every 2 years but soon to be changed to annually with name changed to Global Assembly as so much global action is needed now ie on abortion, climate change – 2 human rights issues to be discussed at the ICM.   Voting system to be looked at to see if it could be made fairer and to encourage more participation. 
2 recent successes:-

(1) Child marriage in Burkino Faso has now ended

      (2) Albert Woodfox, USA prisoner in solitary for over 40 years has now been released.
