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MINUTES OF THE MEETING OF THE 
ST ALBANS GROUP OF AMNESTY INTERNATIONAL
 HELD ON WEDNESDAY JULY 11th 2012
1.   
PRESENT:   
Tim Abrahams, Irene Austin,  Louise  Chick, Andrew Coleby, John Collier (Watford AI Group), Margaret Collier (Watford AI Group), David Dickson (Watford AI Group), Andrew Greig (new member), Barrie Hay (guest speaker), Suzy Hope, Maureen Huckle, Debbie Maya, (Chair) Karla Siswick, Peter Smith (Secretary), Louise Strange, Peter Vincent, Oliver Walton, Roseanne Wilkinson (new member) Penny Williams, Jo Yoon (new member).
Apologies for Absence:  Frances Davies, Sue Fakes, Jon Holden, Holly Thompson.
Andrew, Jo, and Roseanne were welcomed to their first meeting and introductions made.

It was good to see John and Margaret and David from our neighbour Watford Group, Margaret herself having been AIUK Russia Country Coordinator.
Tara Hardisty, who has not been able to attend meetings for some time now, says farewell to the Group, due to family and professional commitments, and sends her best wishes, which we reciprocate, and we hope to see her again when time allows.
2. BARRIE HAY, GUEST SPEAKER, AIUK COORDINATOR FOR THE FSU REGION AND COUNTRY COORDINATOR FOR THE SOUTH CAUCUSUS:
Barrie introduced the states of the Former Soviet Union (FSU) by unfurling a very large map of the region and pointing them out. There are 15 states of the FSU, namely (in alphabetical order) Armenia, Azerbaijan, Belarus, Estonia, Georgia, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Latvia, Lithuania, Moldova, Russia, Tajikstan, Turkmenistan, Ukraine, Uzbekistan. It was interesting, as Barrie pointed out, that the majority of these states are not, as one might suppose, entirely landlocked, but border on the sea (be it the Baltic or the inland Black and Caspian seas).

The secession and independence of these states took place formally in 1991, the Soviet Union collapsing, following the fall of the Berlin wall in 1989. It might be thought that with these events, the human rights abuses prevalent in the Soviet Union might become a thing of the past and Amnesty’s work there greatly diminished. Far from it! Having lived under the Soviet totalitarian rule for so long, these states did not have experience of democracy, and initially had to struggle to reshape their economies, which had been integrated into the Soviet economy, and now had to fend for themselves. 

Many of the FSU regimes have remained autocratic and dictatorial, with little toleration of free expression and peaceful assembly. In Russia  (in its present name, the Russian Federation)  itself there are recent ominous signs of renewed oppressive measures: there have been accusations of vote-rigging in elections to the Russian parliament (the Duma)  last year and one of the first things it  has done is to increase immensely the fines for unsanctioned demonstrations. There is strict state control of the media, independent NGOs  have been harassed. It is dangerous to be a journalist in Russia (there was the notorious assassination of Anna Politkovskaya in 2006.) 

Chechnya remains an area of particular violence and concern: the human rights record there is appalling, with frequent murders and enforced disappearances. However it would seem that Russians are less prepared to submit to political oppression: witness the demonstrations by tens of thousands against vote-rigging. In its foreign policy towards Syria, Russia is supporting the repressive Assad regime, and supplying it with arms, which fuel the conflict there. The Magnitsky case, which Barrie summarised, shows corruption and lawlessness at high levels in the state. It’s alleged that Magnitsky uncovered a tax fraud of hundreds of millions of dollars by criminals in collusion with highly placed Government officials, and was imprisoned, tortured and killed by them. It’s widely believed in the West that these allegations are all too true, but those involved enjoy impunity.
On another human rights front there is suppression of the rights of Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual and Transgender groups (LGBT) :  Pride Marches in St Petersburg and Moscow were not allowed this year. The singing by the Pussy Riot punk rock band of an anti-Putin song in St Saviour’s Cathedral, Moscow, has attracted official wrath from the Russian State and the Orthodox Church and in the current case against them a 3-year jail sentence has been suggested by the prosecution. 

Barrie mentioned human rights abuses committed in Azerbaijan and Belarus. Azerbaijan has been in the media spotlight as host to the Eurovision Song Contest (May 22-26): demonstrations against corruption and for human rights took place prior to and during the Contest days and were broken up violently. More arrests took place after the Contest, all attempts to suppress free speech. In Belarus, after Presidential elections in December 2010, basic human rights, such as freedom of speech and of association,have been severely curtailed. Belarus is the last European state to keep the death penalty.
Amnesty has much work to do in the FSU to counter the massive human rights abuses occurring in many places there! Barrie’s talk, for which the Group is most grateful, was followed by discussion.

 We signed a petition, which Barrie had brought, to the President of the Ukraine to make the police there, who frequently abuse their power, accountable under law, and to end their impunity.
3.  FINANCES AND FUNDRAISING:

It was agreed to give £500 to AIUK now.

4.  CAMPAIGNS:

CASA: Peter Smith had 3 actions, 2 for Mexico and 1 for Guatemala.

Mexico: We write to the authorities in concern for the safety of members  of the Coordinadora de Pubelos Unidos del Valle de Ocotlán (CPUVO) , who oppose mining in their community land. Two of its members were shot and killed early in 2012 and two more members Bertin Vázquez Ruíz and Guadelupe Andréz Vázquez Ruíz were shot and wounded on June 16.
We ask for their protection and for that of other members of CPUVO.
Mexico:  We call on the President to release from prison José Ramón Aniceto Gómez  and Pascual Agustin Cruz, who, Amnesty believes, were convicted after an unfair trial for a crime they did not commit, because of their work to guarantee access to water in their community.
Guatemala:  We ask for protection for Yolanda Oqueli, who was shot and wounded on June 13. She, as an activist and  a leader  in Frente Norte del Area Metropolitana, has been protesting  against  mining in her area which
threatens pollution. We ask for prompt investigation of the crime.
Russia and Former Soviet Union Campaign:
Azerbaijan: We signed a letter to the Baku City Prosecutor, as well as the Ombudsman in regard to Mehman Huseynov, a photo journalist, video blogger and pro democracy activist, who is facing up to 5 years in jail on charges of ‘hooliganism’ despite contradictory reports. He appears to have been targeted for highlighting abuses  during the Eurovision Song Contest.

Kazakhstan: We signed letters to President Nursultan Nazabaev and the Prosecutor General Daulbaev Ashat in regards to Bolat Atabaev. Atabaev is a prominent theatre director who has spoken out on behalf of striking oil workers in Kazakhstan and has been put on trial on trumped up charges.
He is a prisoner of conscience, detained solely for exercising his right to freedom of expression. [Since the meeting the good news has come through that charges against Atabaev have been dropped and that he was released on July 3]

Nigeria: Peter Vincent introduced an Amnesty action, asking us to sign a letter on behalf of the thousands of people of Port Harcourt, Nigeria, who have lost their homes and possessions, when the Rivers State authorities

demolished their houses without notice.

Monthly Action: July: Myanmar (formerly Burma).  We signed a petition to the Myanmar Minister of Home Affairs, launched to coincide with Daw Aung San Suu Kyi’s first trip to Europe for 24 years, expressing deep concern about the ongoing issue of political imprisonment in Myanmar, which persists despite recent positive developments. The petition particularly aks the Government to set up a review mechanism with assistance from the UN and with participation from civil society to identify all remaining political prisoners.

5.  MISCELLANEOUS:

Hilary Tyrrell of Oxfam was scheduled to speak at our October meeting

about her experiences on visiting Israel and the West Bank and her campaigning on behalf of the Bedouin villagers there. [This is no longer possible for her and we have suggested she come to our November meeting.] 
Bob Corn, our Regional Rep, has circulated letters from AI France and AI Spain which express dismay at what these Sections see as the lack of clear information coming out of the International Secretariat (IS) and a perceived demoralisation and disillusionment there, letters which the Group Secretary had in turn circulated round the Group. This was felt to be a worrying development and needed close attention. AIUK too is troubled by the uncertainty caused by the AIUK Board’s perceived need  to cut costs, which in 2013 could involve staff redundancies .The Group Secretary had  circulated info  from the Board about this. Both the IS and AIUK are going through difficult periods.
We seldom receive replies to our letters about human rights abuses but have recently received some. These were available to be seen at the meeting [and since there was little time to look at them, the Group Sec. has emailed a list of them round the Group offering to email them to any Group member who would like to see them.]
Attention was drawn to the following tabled information from AIUK: Shell Annual General Meeting (Pollution of Niger Delta); Big Amnesty Skillshare (Sat Oct 6); Group Campaign Update: Crisis and Transition in the Middle East and North Africa; a Junior  action (suitable for 9-14 year olds) for the Serrano Cruz sisters of El Salvador who were ‘disappeared’ 30 years ago. The Group Sec. can email any of these to interested members.
6.  NEXT MEETING: On Wednesday 12 September at 8 pm at the Friends’ Meeting House, 7 Upper Lattimore Road, St Albans AL1 3UD. Our guest speaker will be Demelza Hauser, on the Board of Child Soldiers International, who formerly worked for AI.  This should be a very interesting talk.
