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MINUTES OF THE MEETING OF THE

ST ALBANS GROUP OF AMNESTY INTERNATIONAL

HELD ON WEDNESDAY DECEMBER 11TH , 2013
www.amnesty.org.uk/stalbans

1.
PRESENT::  Tim Abrahams, Irene Austin (Chair), Louise Chick, David Dickson,  , Maureen Huckle, Judy Jacques (new member) Mir Shafi, Jessica Sinclair (new member),  Karla Siswick, Peter Smith  (Secretary), Roseanne Wilkinson. .
Apologies for Absence:  Sue Fakes, Debbie Maya, Katharine Mears, Eleanor Radford, Jackie Seaton,  Penny Williams.
2.      FINANCES AND FUNDRAISING:.
Penny couldn't be present to talk about the market stall and street collection on November 23rd. The collection was very successful. It raised £424.97, as against £408 in November 2012. Thanks to Penny for organising the event and to all stallholders and collectors who took part.

3.       CAMPAIGNS:

CASA: Peter had two actions: one for Mexico, one for El Salvador

Mexico: We write to the authorities in concern about Israel Arzate Meléndez, who, we believe may be at risk of reprisals following his release  on November 6 from a Chihuahuan prison. The Supreme Court ordered his release because the evidence against him was extracted under torture. However, state ayuthorities refuse to acknowledge his innocence. The Supreme Court ruling is an important precedent in the legal battle to get torture-tainted evidence rejected. We urge a swift enquiry into Israel's arrest and torture.

El Salvador: On November 14, the office of the human rights organisation Pro-Búsqueda in San Salvador, was raided, important information set on fire, and computers with sensitive info stolen.  The organisation is the NGO dedicated to locating children who were 'disappeared' during the internal armed conflict. We urge a prompt and impartial investigation and appropriate protection  for Pro-Búsqueda staff members
We signed cards of solidarity and encouragement to COFADEH (Comité de Familiares de Detenidos Desaparecidos en Honduras: Committee of Relatives of the Detained and Disappeared in Honduras) and to Miriam López in Mexico.
Death Penalty: Roseanne introduced 3 actions.
Bangladesh: We wrote regarding Abdul Quader Mollah, a senior member of Bangladeshi opposition political party Jamaat-e-Islami. The Supreme Court had sentenced him to death for crimes against humanity. However, despite appeals by Amnesty International and others, he was executed on 12 December (the day after our meeting), before the letters were sent. BBC News reported that Jamaat-e-Islami warned it will avenge his death and called for a general strike. It was also reported that security has since been tightened around the country amid fears the execution is likely to inflame tensions.
Iran:  We write to express concern about the death sentences of Mohsen and Ahmad Daneshpour Moghaddam in Evin Prison in Tehran. They have been sentenced to death for "enmity against God" (moharebeh) in relation to their alleged links to the People's Mojahedin Organization of Iran (PMOI). During their trial, both men were represented by court-appointment lawyers and their family were barred from hiring their own lawyer, which raises concerns of an unfair trial. We call for their convictions and sentences to be reviewed, and for death sentences to be commuted. We also called for Ahmad Daneshpour Moghaddam to receive medical attention.

USA:  We write regarding Frank Walls, to call for commutation of his death sentence to life imprisonment without the possibility of parole. He was convicted of two murders in 1988. We acknowledge the very serious nature of the crimes but note that Frank Walls was 19 years old at the time of the crime, and is assessed as functioning at a child’s age and as suffering from brain damage, brain dysfunction and major psychiatric disorders. Amnesty International opposes the death penalty in all cases.

One sad bit of news is that Roseanne expects to be moving close to Cambridge early in the New Year and won't be able to come to meetings. Would anyone like to take over looking after the Death Penalty Campaign from her? It's a busy campaign and one that can be rewarding when a death penalty is overturned or commuted. 
Monthly Action: December: Russian Federation:
Over the last 2 years the Russian authorities have passed a series of laws which restrict the basic rights to freedom of expression, association and assembly. The run-up to the Winter Olympic Games in the Russian city of Sochi in February is a good time to protest and ask President Putin to repeal laws which re-criminalise libel, restrict public protests, broaden the legal definition of 'treason' and 'espionage', oblige NGOs  to register as foreign agents, make 'propagands of non-traditional sexual relations among minors' an offence, and criminalise insulting the religious feelings of believers. We signed a petition supporting these points.

4.      RECENT AND FUTURE ACTIVITY:

We took a little time to consider our recent activities and to anticipate activities in 2014

· Stall in the Cathedral. This was a new initiative, aiming to publicise the AIUK 'Write for Rights' campaign which takes place over November and December.  The stall required manning over 2 days. It was good to have a presence there and raise awareness ( it was not intended as a fund-raising event).  However it was not satisfactory in some ways. First of all there was really too much on for us about the time we had the stall. We had our regular meeting during the stall week and then the market stall on the 23rd, the following Saturday. The disadvantage of being situated in the North Transept was that we were outside the main flow of movement round the Cathedral. However, this transept is where stalls like ours are housed and it is unlikely we could be accommodated elsewhere. Publicity was inadequate, though this was  not entirely our fault. One comment was that there was just too much paper on the stall and we would do better to concentrate on one or two eye-catching items. Perhaps we could have an unmanned stall with petitions and letters to sign. We can continue to think about whether to attempt something similar next year.

· Market Stall: This yearly stall is a well-established and successful event which Penny organises. This year it raised £424.97 and a good number of signatures were obtained on petitions. It proved difficult to get a good number of collectors for the street collection and it was felt that if we had to choose between Cathedral and markets stalls we should concentrate on recruiting collectors for the market stall. One comment made was that there had been more interest shown in the stall than ever before. One suggestion was that we have more collectors in the vicinity of the stall, who can refer visitors on to the stall. Could we sell for example Amnesty Christmas cards on the stall?
· Refugees: Irene reminded us that the Herts University felt it had too much on in 2014 to be able to host a joint event with us. Is there anything else we could do regarding refugees, perhaps in Refugee Week (June 16-22 2014). By a happy coincidence we have our Charity Preview of a Shaw play at the Abbey Studio Theatre on June 17, so the immediate thought was: could we stage a display about refugees at the theatre on that day? The question of a pre-performance glass of wine was raised again and promised further thought.
· Guatemala Evening: Peter suggested that we might arrange for Louise (Strange) and Georgia Booth (AIUK Guatemala Country Co-ordinator) to come to one of our regular meetings and tell us about their experiences in Guatemala, from which they have both recently returned. Louise has agreed and Peter was encouraged to go ahead with the idea and contact Georgia. Indeed he got more than he bargained for, as the Group
suggested the evening have Guatemalan food and music! Please tell him of any further ideas, and we'll see what's practical.
5.    REMINDERS OF TWO MEETINGS:

· The AIUK South Midlands Regional Conference (our Region) takes place on Saturday 18th January 2014 at 10 am at Oxford. We're asked to register no later than Friday 10 January. This is always an interesting day. Kate Allen, Director of AIUK, is among the speakers. Karla and Peter are planning to go..
· The AIUK National Conference and AGM 2014: This will be held in Edinburgh on 12-13 April 2014 and one can already book for it. The Group sets apart £200 towards the expenses involved in going to the Conference. If more than one Group member wants to go the £200 is divided between them. There are concessionary rates for certain categories of attendees but these concessionary places can be taken quickly, so if you qualify it's good to get in early. See www.amnesty.org.uk/agm. 
After the formal meeting business closed, seasonal food and sociable conversation were enjoyed. Happy New Year, everyone!
6.    NEXT MEETING: On Wednesday January 8 at 8 pm at the Friends' Meeting House, 7 Upper Lattimore Road, St Albans AL1 3UD
.                                                                      
