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MINUTES OF THE MEETING OF THE

ST ALBANS GROUP OF AMNESTY INTERNATIONAL

HELD ON WEDNESDAY MAY 14, 2014
www.amnesty.org.uk/stalbans
1.
PRESENT:  Irene Austin (Chair), Jill Bennett, Mike Bennett, Louise Chick, David Dickson, Sue Fakes, Sue Grieve, Maureen Huckle, Katharine Mears, Mir Shafi, Karla Siswick,  Peter Smith  (Secretary), Louise Strange, Emmylou Walters, Penny Williams.
Apologies for Absence: Judy Jacques, Debbie Maya, Jackie Seaton. .

2.        GUATEMALA PRESENTATIONS BY  GEORGIA BOOTH (AIUK COUNTRY COORDINATOR FOR GUATEMALA) AND LOUISE STRANGE OF THE ST
ALBANS AMNESTY INTERNATIONAL GROUP.
Georgia and Louise, who both recently spent time in Guatemala, talked about its past and present. AI has 2 campaigner-researchers based in London, who visit the country twice a year and have meetings with the government there. AI is running 2 Guatemala individual at risk campaigns, one of which is for Yolanda Oqueili, who attended and spoke at the Guatemala Conference at AIUK  HQ on May 31. She was shot and wounded at a protest in which she was taking part against a mining operation and has been further threatened. 
Both Georgia and Louise stressed that one of the main problems in Guatemala  is the impunity that political criminals know they have: they know they need not fear being brought to account for what they do. Georgia outlined Guatemalan history, especially the civil war between the government and guerrillas between 1960 and 1996. It is estimated that 200,000 people were killed and 100,000 raped during those 36 years. The victims were mostly the indigenous Mayan communities. The perpetrators of these crimes have escaped justice. 
A particular sign of hope, however, is the charge of genocide brought in Guatemala against ex-President Rios Montt, who was President between 1982 and 1983. It's estimated that in his particularly violent term of office some 70,000 people were killed. He was convicted of this charge on 31 May 2013, but the Consitutional Court annulled the previous court's proceedings and ordered a partial retrial. That is due to take place in January 2015. Certainly impunity has been dealt a severe blow.

There were 2 'truth and reconciliation' commissions set up to sit after the civil war ended:

The 'Historical Clarification Commission' created in 1994 by agreement between the 

government and the guerrillas and a study within the Catholic Church's 'Recovery of Historical 

Memory' of the Civil War. Two days after the Bishop in charge announced the release of this 

study, he was murdered.

One of the reasons given for the existence of impunity is that it was said that there were no 
records of what had been done.  Louise showed in a video she had  brought images of the secret  
National  Police Archive, which details who 'disappeared' or killed whom. The Archive is being 
digitised and is guarded continuously, so keen would some people be to see it destroyed.

Land is a major source of contention in Guatemala, as in other Central American countries.

Indigenous populations who may have occupied land for centuries, see their land threatened

by mining or large projects like the building of dams. Mining companies come from other 

parts of the world and want to mine. Communities fear contamination of their water 

supply and are not adequately consulted.

Louise spoke of the role of international accompaniers: these are volunteers who go with 

human rights defenders to situations they are called to: not to intervene but to observe and

note what happens. These records are kept and reported back to the accompanier's contacts.

The would-be perpetrators of abuses  know they are being watched and others made aware of 

what is happening.
Another way the outside world can help countries like Guatemala is by forming support networks like the Guatamela Solidarity Network in the UK.

The Group is very grateful to Georgia and Louise for their thoughts about Guatemala from their time there.
At this point we had a break for a drink and  nibbles, which were distinguished by a Guatemalan cake Jill had baked.
3.       FINANCES AND FUNDRAISING:
.....  The street collection at the Quadrant, St Albans, took place on Saturday May 10 and raised £160.95, diasppointing when compared with last year (£264.37). The weather was unreliable and we were one collector short through illness. Every little helps, so thanks to all who gave up an hour to collect.  
.....  All tickets for our Charity preview on June 17 of  G.B. Shaw's  'Arms and the Man' have been sold. Congratulations to Penny, who is organising the event. Sue Jameson who usually organises the raffle, is unable to be present on the evening. Two volunteers are needed to deputise for her on the night. If you can help please contact Penny as soon as possible (email: penny.williams@virgin.net; tel 01727 868367. )

.....  It was agreed that we make an immediate donation to AIUK of £250.

4        CAMPAIGNS
CASA: Peter introduced 4 actions, one for Guatemala, two for Honduras and one for Mexico.
Guatemala: Norma Cruz leads Fundación Sobrevivientes (Survivors' Foundation) which provides a crisis shelter and legal assistance for women who have suffered violence. Norma also campaigns for justice for women murder victims. Her work puts her in danger: she has received death threats, as have her relatives. Staff at Sobrevivientes have also been intimidated.We urge the authorities to maintain protection measures currently in place for Norma Cruz and Sobrevivientes staff, so that they can work without fear.

Honduras: We are writing to express our deep concern about the recent ill-treatment of José Guadalupe Ruelas, Director of Casa Alianza Honduras, who was beaten and detained by military police on 8 May. He believes his mistreatment was in retaliation for speaking out against violence against children in Honduras and denouncing government inaction on this matter. We ask the Honduran authorities to investigate José's ill-treatment and bring those responsible to justice and provide appropriate protection to him, his family and other members of Casa Alianza.
.Honduras: We am writing in deep concern about the recent murder of Carlos Mejía Orellana in his home in El Progreso. He was head of marketing at Radio Progreso. On May 27, 2011 the Inter-American Commission on Human Rights ordered the Honduran state to protect Radio Progreso members, but no effective protection measures have been provided. We urge that they are. 
Mexico:: On 5 April a group of eight migrants’ rights defenders, among them Jorge Andrade and another member of the “You are Us” Collective (Colectivo Ustedes Somos Nosotros), were shot at by an unknown man while they prepared to offer food, medicine and clothing to migrants arriving on a freight train outside of Mexico City. As a result, a Central American migrant received a minor wound and others narrowly escaped injury. We urge the authorities to do all they can to protect the Lecheria migrants shelter, migrants and staff..
Death Penalty Campaign:

Emmylou introduced 2 actions, one for Iran, one for Egypt.

Iran: Reyhaneh Jabbari was arrested in 2007 for the murder of Morteza Abdolali Sarbandi, a former employee of Iran's Ministry of Intelligence, to which murder she confessed immediately after her arrest, stating that the murder took place in self-defence. She was sentenced to death in 2009. AI believes that Morteza Abdolali Sarbandi's  association with the Ministry of Intelligence may have affected the impartiality of the court's investigation. We urge she not be executed.
Egypt: In a second mass trial in 5 weeks, an Egyptian court has agreed to sentence a further 683 people to death, again following  a grossly unfair trial. The judges at the Minya Criminal Court agreed unanimously on 28 April 2014 to sentence all 683 defendants to death and referred  the case to the Grand Mufti, who must be consulted by criminal courts before they can formally impose death sentences. We call on the Egyptian authorities to quash all death sentences and to establish an official moratorium on executions, as a first step towards abolition.

Monthly Urgent Actions:

Dominican Republic: Luis Manuel Lember Martínez and Eduardo Luis Cruz were reportedly tortured while in police custody in the Dominican Republic on 12 April. Since then, the men and their relative Ana Patricia Fermín have faced intimidation and death threats after she denounced the torture to the media.On 12 April the two were allegedly approached by police officers requesting a bribe in Los Alcarrizos. When the two men declined to bribe the officers, the officers arrested them under the accusation of carrying an illegal weapon. We call on the authorities to investigate the allegations of torture and to immediately ensure the safety of the three, and their families, in accordance with their wishes, and protect them from any intimidation.
Indonesia:  A woman who had been accused of adultery by eight men and was then gang-raped by them on 1 May could now be caned a maximum of nine times. Adultery is considered a crime under Shari’a bylaws passed in Aceh province in 2003. We urge the authorities to end the use of caning, a form of torture, calling on them to undertake a review of all local regulations that have been put in place in the last decade in Aceh, to ensure that they are in full conformity with international human rights law and standards, as well as with human rights provisions set out in Indonesia’s Constitution and the 1999 Law on Human Rights.
5.       CONSULTATION ON STRATEGIC GOALS 2016-2019.

The Group considered, as requested by AIUK, its response to the Groups' Consultation 'Shaping Amnesty International's Future 2016-2019.'
We are asked to consider 'big picture trends' over the period. The following were indentified:

they are listed, in the order they were mentioned, not in order of priority:

.... The rise of religious fundamentalism: the danger of religious extremism is likely to increase,

causing intolerance and conflict. Not only is there threat from militant Islam, which would like to impose Shari'a law but there are Christian fundamentalist evangelists at work in Africa
.... The imbalance of wealth between countries. Poverty causes people to migrate and migration is likely to increase, witness the stream of migrants from South and Central America to the North.
....  The increasing demand for land: for mining, building dams, construction of houses. Often indigenous communities have lived for decades, even centuries, on their land but their governments want to evict them to accommodate these and similar projects.

....   The demand for freedom and democracy - witness the Arab Spring. Tyrants are resisted and reply with atrocities, as is happening in Syria. Where there is conflict regimes become unstable and people are displaced. There is an increase in refugees.

....   Climate change. Increasingly violent weather may cause flooding all over the world and in the long term, if sea-levels rise, low-lying coastal areas will be threatened and the flow of refugees increase.

....   The fight for women's rights will continue as a worldwide movement.

On what should Amnesty focus more? Of the many issues AI addresses, we felt these were worth added focus:
....   The work that has always been at AI's heart: the appeal for the release of prisoners of conscience.
....   The rights of indigenous peoples, so that they are treated as equals, are not discriminated against, not robbed of their lands,  nor forcibly evicted from them and are adequately consulted about their interests
....   There will probably be more and more asylum seekers and migrants. Justice and protection for them must be the aim.
....    The exploitation of human trafficking and modern day slavery.

....    We should continue our focus on the abolition of the death penalty.
.....   We don't recall that there has been focus recently on children's rights. That would be welcome: for example children can apply to join the UK armed forces at 15. Child soldiers
need particular attention.

.....   We should keep our focus on the human rights of sex workers.

When it came to consideration of what AI should focus on less, we were more hesitant.

There were two issues where a better balance of interests might be achieved. 
....  In the area of sexual and maternal rights it is naturally apt that the mother's right to life be considered where abortion is a question. But the unborn baby has a right to life too. Neither the absolute ban on abortion which some states have, nor the relative ease obtaining one in some states, are the answer.
....  As well as involvement in major theatres of human rights abuses, such as Syria, which of course is necessary, we should remember too countries where abuses are less spectacular. Examples might be the countries of Central Africa  and West Papua.
6.     GUATEMALA CONFERENCE:

Attention was again drawn to the day conference on Saturday 31 May at AIUK HQ:

Guatemala: No Going Back! Impunity, Resistance and International Solidarity.

7.      NEXT MEETING:

On Wednesday June 11 at 8 pm at the Friends' Meeting House, 7 Upper Lattimore Road,

St Albans AL1 3UD
