Amnesty International South West Conference, Methodist Church Exeter

Saturday 11.5.19

Sheila, Heather, Neil, Terry, Cecilia and Mike went to this extremely well-organised and informative event which started at 10am with coffee/tea, biscuits and registration.  We met people from all over the south west, some of whom we had met before at various Amnesty events.  It certainly is a good place to network and socialise. 

We then went to the main hall to be told our itinerary for the day by SW organiser Chris Ramsey.  The main speaker for the morning was Emel Kurma from Turkey.  She is a human rights defender currently working on research at York Centre for Human Rights, where Azza Soliman (Egyptian lawyer/activist) used to attend!

The last 6/7 years have been very difficult for human rights defenders in Turkey.  Emel is in danger of arrest on her return to Turkey but is currently in a safe place because the research project protects her. Certainly she expects a travel ban. She is also concerned for her son who lives in Turkey. She felt that the current leader of Turkey – Erdogan – “demonises, polarises, encourages dissent” and opposition leaders, NGOs, HRDs, lawyers, judiciary, non-religious groups, professionals, trade unionists are all at risk .

She belongs to a group called Helsinki Citizens Assembly.  It started in 1990 in Prague and Vaclav Havel was a founder member.  It is a “transborder civic/political movement of the late 1980s and early 1990s abridging peace, human rights, anti-nuclear initiatives from both sides of the western and eastern blocs of the cold war”.  Citizenship ACROSS borders ie through dialogue, negotiation. It focuses on social transformation to form the adoption, practice, further advancement of values, standards and norms enshrined in everyday life of citizens as codes of conduct for practical interactions among citizens.  It does not assume an outside/expert position.
“Helsinki” led to the group starting in Turkey.  They work with teachers to help with the many discourses, diverse opinions in everyday life in Turkey ie the Kurds and Armenians are groups where there are major differences with the ruling elite.  The group organised a cross-learning conference in Ankara and evolved think-tanks and cross-party working aimed at strengthening civil society for all. 
However with an increasingly authoritarian curriculum and oppression and surveillance from central government, it led to mistrust and growing fear that something would happen.  Sadly, the groups’ leader- Osman Karala - is now in prison.  The talk brought home to all of us in the room, the disquieting reminder that in some countries merely to start such a hopeful, cohesive type group such as this, would lead to such harsh repercussion.  

Workshops on various subjects then followed. Then a welcome lunch. More workshops then back to main hall for another keynote speaker.  This time from Penny from EAPPI  - the Ecumenical Accompaniers Programme in Palestine and Israel. The organisation has always been supported by Amnesty and regular bulletins are passed on to Sheila via Amnesty Israel and Occupied Territories person Gary Ettle.  EAPPI was set up by the World Council of Churches and since 2002 over 1500 volunteers have been recruited from 22 different countries. EAPPI is administered in Britain by the Quakers with regular calls for volunteers.  You can be religious or of no faith but you have to accept strict codes of conduct ie non-violence at all times.  There is a thorough training programme undertaken before any trip to Palestine. 

A little history might be helpful…

The tragedy of WW2, the Holocaust, and Britain’s involvement notwithstanding, Israel declared itself a nation in 1948 and this led to Palestinians becoming disenfranchised. The event is called NAKHBA (Catastrophe) and so it was for millions of Palestinians who lost everything in a flash – their homes, land, means of livelihood etc. 700,000 Palestinians fled after the Nakhba.

The Oslo Accord of 1993 led to the division of West Bank into 3 territories.

Area C is where most of the problems are because it covers 62% of the West Bank.  Palestinians are not permitted to build without consent.  Often their essential water holes, basic homes and shelters are destroyed by police or settlers; their animals are harassed and traditional grazing rights of the Bedouin are not respected.  Demolitions are a common way of life. 30% of Area C is for military purposes.  This leads to instability, uncertainty and hostility. 

In 2004 the Separation Barrier started to be built so Donald Trump was not the first person to start a wall.

Penny showed us the jacket worn by Eappi people with 2 doves on.  It is an impartial organisation but has a fiercely human rights focus.  It works with sympathetic Israelis and Palestinians.  It has 3 main aims:-
1) A protective presence to accompany Palestinians on their daily lives ie taking children to school across settler territory.  Palestinians support education and have literacy rate of 96%.
2) Monitor human rights abuses

3) Report to the UN

Penny was based in Hebron – South of West Bank – along with 2 others.  She is available to talk about the work of EAPPI any time and recommends anyone interested to eyewitnessblogs.com for an insider view of what goes on in the Occupied Territories.  
The conference ended all too soon with a demonstration in support of the LGBT community.  Then homeward bound with all of us truly awe-inspired by the courage of countless individuals known to Amnesty.

Sheila Eschle
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