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MINUTES OF THE MEETING OF THE

ST ALBANS GROUP OF AMNESTY INTERNATIONAL

HELD ON WEDNESDAY NOVEMBER 14TH  2012

www.amnesty.org.uk/stalbans

1.   
PRESENT:    Irene Austin, Louise Chick, Maria Harlan, Suzy Hope, Maureen Huckle, Debbie Maya, Agathe Muller. Philip Nixon, Karla Siswick, Adelheid Smith, Peter Smith (Secretary), Barbara Starkey, Hilary Tyrrell, Peter Vincent, Penny Williams (Chair.)

Apologies for Absence:  Tim Abrahams, Andrew Coleby (Andrew’s apologies

for the October meeting were regrettably omitted from the October minutes.), Frances Davies, Sue Fakes, Jon Holden, Roseanne Wilkinson. 
2.    GUEST SPEAKERS: Hilary Tyrrell and Philip Nixon

Hilary spoke and led the meeting and Philip supported her narrative with extracts from relevant documentation. They had visited Israel and the Occupied Palestinian Territories (OPT) in February and what they saw there has inspired them to campaign on behalf of the Palestinians. Both support local twinning organisations with Palestinians and belong to St Albans Friends of Husan.They visited Bedouin villages in the Negev desert. The Bedouin are not nomads: they are farmers who have lived on  the land long before the setting up of the state of Israel and they are in fact Israeli citizens. They have documentation showing possession of the land from the times of the Ottoman Empire and the British Mandate. These documents are to be tested in the Israeli courts but in the meantime Bedouin villages are being demolished: the village of Al-Araqib, which Hilary and Philip visited has been demolished 37 times, and the villagers dispossessed, with no alternative accommodation to turn to. They were having to camp out in the cemetery area of the village, its only undemolished part.It is a focus of a pattern that is happening in the Negev.Villagers have even been sent a bill for demolition costs. Furthermore, the Israeli state has a plan, the Prawer plan, to forcibly displace and relocate  up to 70,000 indigenous Bedouins from their land. Many Palestinians depend on the olives from the olive harvest for their livelihood. These trees are centuries-old, and are of  economic and emotional importance to the communities but are often destroyed or damaged by Israeli settlers. 

Daily life for Palestinians on the West Bank is fraught with difficulty. The Separation Wall makes it difficult for them to leave their areas with long, unpredictable waits at the wall checkpoints, to go to work on the other side,

to access hospitals, or to tend those olive groves which are now on the other side.Israeli settlements have been illegally built  in the OPT with facilities which contrast vividly with those of the Palestinian population, which is gradually being squeezed out. For example, as far as water is concerned, Palestinians have access to about 50 litres of water a day, as opposed to the some 400 litres to which Israelis have access. 

The plight of the Palestinians is well known, and Israel’s violation of their human rights well documented. 

In discussion the situation of the Israelis was also dwelt upon: the rocket attacks from Gaza, the permanent threats to their very existence from their neighbours, and the state of high alert they have to be in. A view was expressed that a more balanced account of the Israel/OPT question should be given.

The Group thanks Hilary and Philip for coming to our meeting and for their lucid description of daily life for the Palestinians.

3.    AIUK EXTRAORDINARY GENERAL MEETING (EGM)

AIUK’s assessment (its monetary contribution to the Amnesty worldwide movement) is to rise to 40% of its income by 2021. This has caused AIUK to propose cuts in what it can do and in its staff (68 staff may be made redundant). It has also caused one day strikes by its staff. A call has been made for an EGM so that the membership can discuss what is a major change

in orientation. The Group Secretary has circulated all the info he has received about the EGM proposal. [and will continue to do so] The AI movement want to transfer resources and attention to the ‘Global South and East’ and this is what the raised assessment is about, but will there still  be resources for effective campaigning re the UK, Europe, and other areas outside the global south and east? The EGM requires 100 members to requisition it and Groups can vote. The Group decided that an EGM was probably necessary to discuss the changes, supported the call, and asked the Secretary to communicate this to the proposers of the EGM [He has done this; and an EGM had already been triggered and is  called for January 12, 2013] The problems at AIUK are occurring when the Amnesty International Secretariat is also in turbulence, with 282 staff expressing no confidence in the management.

4.   FINANCES AND FUNDRAISING:

Penny had 22 collectors for the Market stall and street collection in St Albans on November 24 and the event yielded the sum of £ 408, an excellent amount in a period of austerity. We thank Penny  who always puts a lot of effort into organising the event.

5.   ANNUAL EVENT WITH THE STUDENT LAW SOCIETY OF THE UNIVERSITY OF HERTS.

Irene has various irons in the fire here. Klearchos at the Law School has suggested that human trafficking might be a good theme for the event. Louise knows of two organisations, which may be useful: Love 146 (concerned with child sexual slavery) and Stop The Traffik. Irene is in contact with Anti-slavery,  who have a DVD  Hell on Earth, which might be shown, and might supply a speaker. . AIUK could also supply a speaker and have suggested a film on the topic: Ghosts. Irene is exploring these possibilities.

6.    CAMPAIGNS:

CASA: Peter Smith had 4 actions, 2 for Mexico, one for Honduras, and one for El Salvador.

Mexico: 40 migrants were abducted from a freight train in Medias Aquas, Veracruz state and their whereabouts are unknown. We ask the authorities for all possible efforts to find them.  

Mexico: Activist Ismael Solorio Urrutia  and his wife Manuela Solis Contreras,  both members of El Barzón, a smallholder farmer’s movement, which campaigns to improve access to water, were both found shot dead on October 22. We urge the authorities to investigate and to offer protection to the dead couple’s family and fellow-members of El Barzón.

Honduras: We send a  congratulatory greeting to COFADEH (Committee of Relatives of the Detained and Disappeared in Honduras) on its thirtieth anniversary, signing  a white dove template.

El Salvador: We write in concern for ‘Mery’, who received a two-year prison sentence

for an induced abortion. We understand she’s handcuffed and under 24-hour guard at a psychiatric hospital., having attempted suicide. Two letters were available for signature.

Both asked that Mery be released, having suffered enough. One letter was supplied, asking for all abortions to be decriminalised; the other letter, alternatively, did not go so far. 

RUSSIA CAMPAIGN:

Debbie introduced 2 actions.

…..We signed two letters, one to the Director of Federal Penal Services and  one to the Prosecutor General in regard to the Pussy Riot Case. Ekatarina Samutsevich  has been released but Maria Alekhina and Nadezhda  Tolokonnikova are still in jail and we urge their release.

…. We signed a birthday card for Mehman Husyenov,  a young human rights activist who used the Eurovision Song Contest  to protest for human rights in Azerbaijan. Debbie has contacted him on Facebook and he said he was very happy about our backing his cause.

MONTHLY ACTION: November: The UK Justice and Security Bill.

We write to St Albans MP Anne Main about this Bill which, AIUK believes,  puts some

of our most fundamental rights at risk, extending powers to demand secret hearings to

any situation in which the government claims national security is at risk, and introducing

an unprecedented level of secrecy into our justice system. We urge our MP to oppose 

the Bill as it stands.`

7.   MISCELLANEOUS:

…. Debbie suggested she contact Rabbi Wittenberg, who might offer a more balanced 

view of the Israel/Palestine question, with a view to his coming to speak to us. [She’s 

made exploratory contact]

…. It was confirmed that we should go first for the workshop Creative campaigning 

for individuals , rather than Adequate Housing; a right not a privilege

.... It was agreed that we ask Sue (Fakes) to send off a letter to the local press about

 the ‘Write for Rights’ campaign.

8. NEXT MEETING:  On Wednesday December 12, 2012 at 8 pm at the Friends’ 

Meeting House, 7 Upper Lattimore Road, St Albans, Herts AL1 3UD. As usual at 

our Christmas meeting, members are invited to bring non-alcoholic drinks and 

Christmas food for a small celebration after a shortened meeting.

