[image: image1.jpg]



MINUTES OF THE MEETING OF THE

ST ALBANS GROUP OF AMNESTY INTERNATIONAL

HELD ON WEDNESDAY APRIL 10 2013
www.amnesty.org.uk/stalbans

1.   
PRESENT:    Tim Abrahams, Irene Austin, Louise Chick (Chair), Suzy Hope, Debbie Maya, Katharine Mears, Peter Smith (Secretary), Roseanne Wilkinson, Penny Williams.
Apologies for Absence: Jon Holden, Karla Siswick.
2.       FINANCES AND FUNDRAISING:

· The street collection at the Quadrant, St Albans, takes place on Saturday 18 May. There 
are still some hourly slots unfilled: 3-4 pm, 4-5 pm and 5-6 pm. If you can volunteer for any of these slots please contact Peter (peterfsmith40@hotmail.com).
· Group subscriptions are due. Please see the sub slip in these minutes.

3.      WORKSHOP ON CREATIVE CAMPAIGNING FOR INDIVIDUALS, LED BY HANNAH CLAYTON, AIUK TRAINER

Hannah dwelt on the philosophy and practicalities of campaigning for individuals. It has always been at the heart of Amnesty’s work since its foundation in 1961. Then it tried to help ‘prisoners of conscience’, those imprisoned for peaceful expression of their beliefs and it still does, though now the scope has been widened to ‘individuals at risk’ such as human rights defenders, not imprisoned but threatened. The aim is still the same: to make people aware of human rights abuses, get them involved in combating the abuses and pressurising governments to release those unjustly imprisoned or protect those at risk. Amnesty has now expanded its campaigning to ‘thematic campaigning’, following a particular human rights abuse as a topic in itself: for example the death penalty or violence against women. Even here it chooses individual cases which are emblematic of the chosen theme, so that the case becomes significant as a lever against a particular abuse, as well as an individual case in its own right. There is the principle that the thematic aspect should never outweigh the individual’s unique predicament and the attempt to ease that.

How does one find individual cases? One can join the Urgent Action Network, of which there are some 12,000 members in the UK, and be sent as many urgent actions as one can cope with. There are a number of cases which one can follow in each issue of ‘Amnesty Magazine’ in the ‘Real Lives’ section. One can follow actions on the AIUK website. One can sign up to actions in a particular region of the world and receive actions from AIUK country coordinators. Every year

AIUK runs a campaign (Write for Rights) in the run-up to Christmas, in which one is encouraged to write letters to the relevant authorities about a number of individuals at risk together with cards of solidarity to those nearest to them such as their families. One chooses a case rather than has one allocated. Amnesty sections (branches) world-wide work on the same range of cases. 

Letter writing remains a key way of campaigning, but there are ways of increasing the impact of letter writing: getting a letter into the local press, staging a local event, where more people can become involved and inviting local dignitaries to events, with a photo call. We need ‘hooks’

on which to hang media events such as some important historical aspect of one’s town.

We need images to capture public attention. 

We split into 2 groups to discuss  how we might campaign for our present chosen Group at risk, OPIM  (Me‘phaa Indigenous Peoples Organisation.) in Mexico. One idea was to point out to people going on holiday to Mexico that there are serious human rights abuses there underneath the surface. Stand outside a travel agent? Get the agent to do something? Another idea was somehow to use the fact that Gael Garcia Bernal, the star of the film ‘No’ about toppling the Pinochet regime in Chile is Mexican and himself an activist. It was said how good it would be

to have a stall at a cinema when a relevant film was being shown, even better if one could get a celebrity involved.

Hannah said that one should try to reach outside one’s own Group, in which one may feel

too comfortable and for example we might try to find an outside speaker on OPIM.

A DVD was shown, dealing with Sakineh Ashtiani, an Iranian woman, sentenced to death by stoning, an individual at risk and a cause célèbre.

The Group is very grateful to Hannah for her thoughtful and stimulating workshop.

4.       CAMPAIGNS:

CASA: Peter had 4 actions, 2 for Mexico and 2 for Guatemala.

Mexico: We write in concern for the safety of relatives of Alfredo Ruiz Rojas and an unnamed teenager who were killed by soldiers in Nuevo Laredo on March 18. A witness told Alfredo’s father that the two were tortured before being summarily executed. We are concerned for this witness  and urge that the relatives and  he too be protected.
Mexico: We wrote last month to the authorities about the safety of staff and migrants at the La 72  migrants’ shelter in Tenosique. AI asks us to write again following more threats to migrant rights activist Rubén Figueroa. The local authorities recently withdrew the guards they had provided after previous threats to the shelter, including police patrols outside the shelter.
We urge reinstatement of the protective measures.

Guatemala: On March 17, 4 Xinca indigenous leaders were kidnapped near Mataquescuintla, Jalapa Department after participating in a public meeting. One was killed, the other 3 survived. 
The 4 are activists and had been campaigning on a range of social issues. We urge immediate steps to protect the 3 leaders and investigation into the kidnapping and murder.
Guatemala: Human rights defender  and trade unionist Carlos Hernández was shot dead on March 8 in Chiquimula Department. Two other human rights defenders in the area, Omar Jerónimo and Damaso Aldana,  are also at particular risk and we ask for their protection.

FORMER SOVIET UNION CAMPAIGN:

Azerbaijan:  Debbie introduced an action to the President and Prosecutor General expressing

 concern about the continued persecution of dissenting voices in their country. Four youth activists, Mahammad Azizov, Bakhtiyar Guliyev, Shahin Novruzlu, and Rashad Hasanov
were arrested this month for their involvement in organising a peaceful protest in Baku on March 10 which police violently dispersed. Amnesty International considers them prisoners of conscience and  calls for their immediate and unconditional release.
AFGHAN WOMEN’S RIGHTS:

Louise introduced an action re women’s rights in Afghanistan, asking Anne Main, our MP, to support our campaign to prioritise women’s rights there, particularly through tackling violence against women. AIUK welcomed  the Secretary of State for International Development Justine Greening’s announcement that violence against women will be a strategic priority in the next DFID Operational Plan on Afghanistan. The letter to our MP mentions specific measures which we ask her to put before Baronness Warsi, Minster for the Foreign and Commonwealth Office.
MONTHLY ACTION: April: Roma Rights.

 A petition to the President of the European Commission, José Manuel Barroso, regarding Roma rights was available to sign. The Roma are the largest and most disadvantaged minority in Europe. Many EU members states fail to enforce international human rights standards and EU anti-discrimination laws. We urge compliance with both.
5.  MISCELLANEOUS:

· An invitation had been circulated by email to Group members to raise at this meeting any 
more thoughts or concerns they had about the AIUK AGM Resolutions, which had been circulated, and then discussed at the March meeting. The AGM was due to take place from April 13-14. No points were raised.
· Penny suggested we ask a representative of the St Albans Soroptimists International Club, 

which supports women’s rights, to speak at one of our meetings. This was agreed and Penny will invite a speaker.
6.  NEXT MEETING:

On Wednesday May 8 at 8 pm at the Friends’ Meeting House, 7 Upper Lattimore Road, St Albans, AL1 3UD
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