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MINUTES OF THE MEETING OF THE

ST ALBANS GROUP OF AMNESTY INTERNATIONAL

HELD ON WEDNESDAY 9 OCTOBER, 2013
www.amnesty.org.uk/stalbans

1.
PRESENT::  Irene Austin, Helen Byrne (contact at present for St Albans Soroptimists), Louise Chick , Sue Fakes, Maureen Huckle, Sean Keating, Diana Kingham, Natalie Lucy, Katharine Mears, Denise Powell,  Eleanor Radford, Ameeta Sabharwal, Jackie Seaton, Karla Siswick, Peter Smith,  (Secretary), Rachel Stevenson, Janet Tansley, Roseanne Wilkinson, Penny Williams (Chair).
[Apologies if any names are spelt wrongly: attendance list entries not always easy to read]
Apologies for Absence: Tim Abrahams, Debbie Maya.
Hilary Ratcliffe, our guest  speaker, and her colleagues from the St Albans & District Soroptimist Club were welcomed and  introductions made.
2.    TALK BY HILARY RATCLIFFE, INTERNATIONAL PROGRAMME DIRECTOR OF SOROPTIMIST INTERNATIONAL

Soroptimist International (SI) was founded in 1921 in California. It was originally a select group of invited women at the top of their profession, at a time when women were getting the vote and entering business and the professions. Membership is now open and all women are welcome. SI has 84,000 members in 127 countries, grouped in local 'clubs'. Friendship is a feature of the club, but members are also there to make a difference in the world.
SI promotes the rights and place in society of women, and, recognising that this depends on education, a guiding principle is education for leadership. Education is needed to understand, value and take control of one's rights. SI works and advocates locally and internationally.

Locally: The St Albans SI Club has raised funds for the local women's refuge. A bookstall on St Albans market raised £310 this year and the Club helps when women leave the refuge and don't have the most basic household needs. There are now area elected police commissioners who hold police budgets and SI is lobbying for a share of this to be given to women's needs:  to support, for example,  the fight against trafficking for prostitution or domestic slavery. One assumes this crime happens elsewhere but it can and does happen in St  Albans, too. SI is very much a grassroots organisation, concerned with practical difficulties experienced by women. Soroptimists in St Albans fundraise by singing carols at the City rail station. Pursuing its interest in education, particularly in the sciences, the St Albans SI Club gives a prize annually (the Peggy Hodges Prize for the highest performing female student completing the second year of a full-time MEng/BEng Engineering Degree at the University of Hertfordshire.) The Club has supported the acquisition and renewal of St Albans' status as a 'fairtrade 'city. It has been involved in plans to set up a foodbank in St Albans. Where appropriate SI campaigns nationally for the causes it espouses and lobbies our Government about issues relating to women: for example about trafficking and about the Government's withdrawal of funding which would enable women of uncertain immigration status, who are victims of domestic violence, to access refuges. Violence against women is an enduring subject for lobbying.

Internationally: SI works together with other NGOs and various United Nations (UN) agencies to promote the changes necessary to make the world a better place for this and future generations. SI is represented on the Board of the Conference of Non-Governmental Organisations (CONGO) and has General Consultative Status with the UN Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC). SI has permanent, volunteer representatives to the major UN centres in New York, Geneva and Vienna, the UN Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation (UNESCO) in Paris, the Food and Agricultural Organisation (FAO) in Rome and the Environment Programme (UNEP)
in Nairobi
Soroptomist International of Europe (SIE) has participatory status in the Council of Europe (CoE) and actively contributes to the decision-making process of the CoE.

These forums, in which SI takes part, especially at the UN, are highly valued, as opportunities where SI can put forward position statements on global issues.
The accreditation at the UN is not easy to achieve and candidate organisations have to demonstrate the work they have done and are doing.

Such issues, already mentioned, are the status of women in society, their access to education, violence, trafficking, and, further, exploitation of their labour to produce cheap goods in very bad working conditions and for a pittance. SI aims to help women who missed out on education get back into it, and to mentor women students
particularly, but not exclusively, in science and technology.
Common Interests of SI and Amnesty International.

Hilary concluded her talk mentioning - and this continued in the following discussion - that there are many points of contact between our two movements. Women's rights are human rights and Amnesty has long campaigned for them. It pursued its 'Stop Violence Against Women Campaign' between 2004-2010 (Soroptimist International was a supporting partner) and continues to campaign on women's rights.  One of its leading current campaigns is 'Women's Rights in Afghanistan', as many NGOs fear progress made is being reversed and will increasingly deteriorate when Coalition Forces leave. SI is also involved in a similar campaign. Both are grassroots campaigning and lobbying organisations. Both campaign by letter writing. Both want to hold governments to account when they fail to carry out promises made. Both are looking to and wondering what will happen regarding the Millenium Development Goals after 2015. We care about the same kinds of things; even though it may seem we can do so little, we must make our voices heard and foster mutual contact.
3.       FINANCES AND FUNDRAISING: 

· We have £1265 in our main bank account and it was agreed that we give a further £250 to AIUK immediately.
· Penny needs collectors for the market stall and street collection in St Albans on Saturday 23 November. If you can help for an hour between 9am and 4pm, please contact Penny.)
4.       CAMPAIGNS

CASA:  Peter had 2 actions, one for Mexico, one for Honduras.

Mexico: On August 15 Adela Gómez Martínez and her husband , both members of the Organización Nacional del Poder Popular (ONPP) and their 2 children were arrested. The parents are still imprisoned, as a reprisal, Amnesty  believes, for their activism. Adela needs treatment for a chronic bone disease, which she is not getting and we urge she be given this and that the arrests be promptly investigated.

Honduras: A judge has ordered that indigenous leader  Bertha Cáceres be detained
and leadersTomás Gómez and Aureliano Molina subjected to restriction orders. All are members of the Consejo Civico de Organizaciones  Populares e Indigenas de Honduras (COPINH) which has  been fighting against a hydroelectric power project

forced on the land where their Lenca indigenous community has lived for centuries.

AI believes they have been targeted for their legitimate work as human rights defenders.

Afghan Women's Rights: Katharine introduced two actions regarding these rights in general, one to Afghan President Karzai and one to St Albans MP Anne Main.

The first urged the President to pursue his Government's promise to advance women's human rights. Women human rights defenders (HRDs) frequently face intimidation and attacks, not only from elements allied with the Taliban but also from within their own communities or families or from local officials and religious leaders.In recent months two female parliamentarians have been attacked and two senior female police officers murdered. We urge him to do his utmost to ensure that women HRDs are able to carry out their work in government-controlled areas without fear of violence, intimidation, persecution or punishment.

The second reminds that the UK Government has committed to prioritising action to tackle violence against women in Afghanistan. It must improve support for women HRDs who provide essential help to women survivors of violence and are best placed to hold the Afghan authorities to account but are often themselves at great risk. Our MP is asked to do 3 specific things: to support and attend a backbench debate on Afghan women's rights due to take place at the beginning of December; to sign Early Day

Motion 112 - Women in Afghanistan; to attend an AI reception in Speakers House on November 6, supporting the Amnesty campaign.

Death Penalty: Roseanne had one action on flogging in the Sudan and 3 on the death penalty in Iraq and Iran:

Sudan: This action concerned the case of the Sudanese women's rights activist, Amira Osman Hamed who was arrested in August 2013 by the Public Order Police for refusing to cover her hair in public. She is at risk of receiving up to 40 lashes for 'indecent or immoral dress' under Article 152 of the Criminal Code of 1991. Her trial has been postponed until 4 November. We write to urge the authorities to drop the charge, abolish the penalty of flogging, and repeal Article 152 of the Criminal Code of 1991.

Iraq: We write regarding Ahmad Nuri Badawi ‘Abbas who is held on death row in Baghdad, following an unfair trial in which his “confession”, allegedly obtained under torture, was admitted as evidence against him. We call on the authorities to stop his imminent execution, investigate allegations of torture and other ill-treatment, ensure he is retried in line with the most rigorous internationally recognized standards for fair trial, and to abolish the death penalty. 

Iran: We undertook 2 actions, calling on the authorities not to execute two groups of men sentenced to death for charges of “enmity against God” and “corruption on earth". The first action concerns four members of the Ahwazi Arab minority: Ghazi Abbasi, Abdul-Reza Amir-Khanafereh, Abdul-Amir Mojaddami, and Jasim Moghaddam. The second action concerns four Sunni men from Iran’s Kurdish minority: Jahangir Dehghani, Jamshid Dehghani, Kamal Molayee, and Hamed Ahmadi; these men state that they were arrested for their peaceful religious activities.
Monthly Action: October: Sri Lanka. We write to the UK Foreign and Commonwealth Secretary and to the Commonwealth Secretary-General, urging them to condemn publicly Sri Lanka's persistent failure to ensure justice for alleged war crimes and crimes against humanity and to stop its attacks on civil society activists. We also urge that Sri Lanka be stopped from becoming the next Commonwealth Chair: to approve of this would be to approve of its human rights abuses.

Monthly Urgent Action Subscription: Bahrain: We write to the authorities about a 15-year old boy 'Ali Muslim Ebrahim, who was arrested on September 8. He suffers from diabetes and we are concerned that he receive the regular medical care he needs

and is treated in accordance with international standards of juvenile justice.

5.     FRAY TOMÁS GONZÁLEZ:

This Franciscan Friar is Director of La 72 migrants shelter in Tenosique, Mexico, close to the border with Guatemala and we have adopted him as our 'individual at risk'.

The shelter finds socks for the migrants, who have much walking to do, very useful.

It was agreed that we should collect socks to donate. [54 pairs of socks have been collected, of many sizes, thick and thin, and sent to him.].It was also agreed that we should do two months of writing to the Mexican authorities once a week in his support. [a rota for one Group member a week to send a letter has been drawn up and emailed round. It is repeated here. Week beginning Oct 13: Peter Smith(done); Oct 20 Katharine; Oct 27 Suzy; Nov 3 Penny; Nov 10 Maria; Nov 17 Natalie; Nov 24 Roseanne; Dec 1 Louise (Chick).

6.     THE 'WRITE FOR RIGHTS' STALL IN THE ABBEY.

Arrangements for this proceed smoothly. Louise (Chick) is ordering 100 booklets and some maps. A letter to the local press about it has been Oked by the Dean. A rota for manning the stall has been compiled after a Group consultation and emailed round.

It is repeated here. 

Friday 15 November: 10 am Peter and Adelheid set up stall. 10-11 Maria; 11-12 Tim;

12-1 Jackie; 1-2 Roseanne; 2-4 Karla. 
Saturday Nov 16: Louise Chick 10-12; Peter Smith 12-1; Sean 1-2; Debbie 2-3. 3 pm Peter and Adelheid clear stall.

It would be nice to have the Amnesty candle constructed by Mike Bennett on the stall.

7.      ANNUAL EVENT WITH THE LAW SCHOOL.

Irene has organised this over the last 5 years and if we are to hold it again in March or the beginning of April at the latest next year we must soon decide what and when it will be. Our contact at the Law School, Klearchos, likes an interactive event rather than a lecture. Last year Klearchos suggested a theme: trafficking and modern day slavery.

Irene will contact him to sound out whether he has ideas for this year. It is likely

that Irene will not be here when the event will take place and she requests help. This request was emailed round the Group. Sean, Eleanor and Natalie kindly responded. One theme of interest, a very frequent human rights abuse, is torture.

[Ice and Fire have a new production 'Souvenirs', a verbatim drama about torture survivors which could be a possibility. Ice and Fire  have performed plays for us about asylum on 2 previous occasions]. Action on this is desirable at the November meeting.

8.     REMINDER:  AIUK GIFT CATALOGUE.

If we put in a composite Group order for more than £75 we get free postage and a 20%

discount. Please consult the catalogue (if you don't have one it's on line at www.amnestyshop.org.uk) and please let Peter know what you would like to order as soon as possible and by the November meeting. We managed a Group order last year.

9        NEXT MEETING: On Wednesday November 13 at 8 pm at the Friends Meeting House, 7 Upper Lattimore Road, St Albans AL1 3UD.
