AMNESTY INTERNATIONAL

EAST DEVON GROUP
ANNUAL REPORT FOR 2015
Introduction
For the first half of this year  members each chaired one meeting each. This had the advantage of developing the expertise and engagement of more members but the disadvantages of discontinuity  such as  a constantly changing point of contact a and the danger that “balls”may be dropped between handovers. As a compromise for the rest of the year and into 2016 we now have a three month period of office so that responsibilities extend beyond  just chairing the meeting. Angela Lambert remains our highly energetic secretary but in August of  2015 Gretchen Danckwart took over as treasurer from Martin McDonagh  who had been 3 years in the post.I should like to thank all the chairpersons for 2015 for both their work and their contributions to this report. 

Attendance at meetings stays much the same, varying from five to twelve, with an average of eight or nine members. For an area like ours, this is fairly normal.
Campaigns

Afghan Women: Maureen Thurlow has coordinated this work, which has mostly involved keeping our MPs and Foreign Secretary informed of Amnesty’s initiatives and views.  

Stop Torture:This campaign, led by Miranda Tinkler, has highlighted five torture cases in five countries in 2014.  It   is not clear  how Amnesty HQ was following this campaign up in 2015. Tony prepared petitions on torture for the Branscombe Supper.

El Salvador : Members were asked to prepare ribbons with keys representing women in El Salvador imprisoned for suspected abortion of their babies.

Displaced Citizens of Tawargah: a difficult campaign led by Tony McFarlane: This campaign is still suspended due to conditions in Libya

Gaza :Tony reports from time to time on North Africa

Cases adopted by the group: Yvonne keeps up with Raif Badawi,and Waleed Abu al Khair. Martin kept up with Shaker Aamer until his release. Recently the group decided to adopt Moroccan prisoners of conscience Wafae Charaf and Ossuma Housne as an ongoing Campaign.Edward Woodfox in prison for 43 years in the USA is a continuing case.
Prisoners of Conscience
Signing letters and cards at the start of each meeting is now established, members bring copies of letters and urgent actions for other members to sign, with Angela Lambert our Secretary doing the lion’s share of preparing letters with Barbara and Tony  also making big contributions.  This has certainly increased the group’s letter output, and is the most important part of our group meeting work. Discussion and information on each month’s cases figure early on the agenda so members can ask questions and be better informed on the cases we undertake.

Letters are probably our core work. These are sent to the authorities in the countries concerned and often to our own government asking them to act. Letters of support to prisoners and their families are also written. Often several letters are sent to support each case, and members not attending a meeting may well have written letters and Urgent Actions at home. These letters are in addition to petitions and cards regularly sent for specific campaigns.

This year we have sent letters to a complete alphabet of countries :-

A. Angola arbitrary arrest and intimidation of human rights activist. Angola: Jose Mavungo prisoner of conscience. Angola: Arao Bula Tempo

B. Bahrain prisoner of conscience

E. Egypt letters asking for the release of the following   Mahienour El-Massry, Youssef Shaaban, Loay El-Kawagi  El Salvador : disappeared children . 

I. Iran: women on trial. Indonesia letter re refugees and seaborne migrants 

J. Japan Matsumoto Kenji, a mentally disabled man on death row 

K. Kuwait Mohammed and Abdullah al Hussaini

M. Morocco torture cases. Morocco card send to prisoner of conscience Wafae Charaf. Myanmar evictions as a result of mining. Myanmar: Phyoe Phyoe Aung, Lin Htet Naing Mexico : maltreatment and torture of individuals. Mexico : asking for Forensic medical tests where there are allegations of torture. Mexico asking for investigation into 43 murdered students. Malaysia political cartoonist arrested for exercising freedom of expression. Malaysia letter re refugees and seaborne migrants . 

P. Peru: land grabbing from farmers by mining company. Philippines :tortures cases, Pakistan  : Shaftqat Hussein arrested aged 14 facing execution

R. Russia: support for Milashina and other journalists who report human rights abuses. Yevgeny Vitishko prisoner of conscience.

S. Saudi Arabia Raif Badawi. Sudan two pastors under threat of execution for their religion. Syria Bassel Khartabil

T. Thailand: letter re refugees and seaborne migrants 

U. USA: Albert WoodFox long term prisoner on death row. Shaker Aamer in Guantanamo prison United Arab Emirates: Mohammed al Roken human rights campaigner in prison. Uzbekistan, letter asking EU to reinstate sanctions related to abuses of human rights.there. UK letter to David Cameron re Syrian refugees. let to US embassy re bombing of MSF hospital Syria

Z. Zimbabwe: Itai Dzamara ,abducted journalist
Monthly Actions: besides the letters described above, each month the group participates in the AIUK Monthly Action, led by Angela.
Replies and Good news about our cases
Angela received a letter from the Russian Embassy (in Russian) about Elena Milashina, a journalist at risk and needing protection. AI HQ translation proved it to be a usual standard statement. Also Miranda received a standard reply from UK government Dept of Business Innovation and Skills re Arms Trade and supply of torture items by British firms. Martin received a reply from No 10 and from the Home office re British provision for Syrian refugees which emphasised provision and spending on refugees camps on Syria’s borders
Souad Al-Shammari mother of six and teacher was released after 3 months in detention without charge for “womens rights activism”.
Dr Mahmoud al-Jaidah prisoner of conscience release back to Qatar from UAE.
Shake Aamer finally released from Guantanamo Bay after 13 years.
STOP PRESS Albert Woodfox  released Feb 2016
Robert King,  Albert Woodfox  and  Herman Wallace were sent to Angola Prison Louisiana in 1971 after a conviction for armed robbery.Woodfox and Wallace were "convicted of the murder of a prison guard in 1973, yet no physical evidence links them to the crime – potentially  exculpatory DNA evidence has been lost and the testimony of the main eyewitness has been discredited. Citing racial discrimination, misconduct by the prosecution, and inadequate defense, state and federal judges overturned Woodfox’s conviction three times, while Wallace’s case is once again up for review before the federal courts.
On February 19, 2016, Albert Woodfox, the last imprisoned member of the Angola 3, was  released after more than four decades in solitary confinement.  Albert Woodfox’s release was long overdue and undeniably just. Nothing will truly repair the cruel, inhuman and degrading solitary confinement that the state of Louisiana inflicted upon him. But the belated measure of justice, that came on Woodfox’s 69th birthday, was something he had been seeking for more than half his life.

Other Sucess stories can be found on Amnesty’s website https://www.amnesty.org.uk
Engagement with the public
We now have a document  “Talking to the public” which resulted from our discussions in 2014 . Members can obtain copies from Martin

1. Write for Rights Card Campaign
 Our Christmas event, organised by MaureenThurlow, this always attracts extra supporters and friends, with drinks and snacks supplied while cards are written to prisoners of conscience. This December we sent 146 cards to rest of world plus 73 to London addresses for forwarding. There was a lower attendance than last year perhaps due to poorer weather. There was also a question mark over whether AIUK had notified all our national members living locally following our request.

2. Community Stalls
On  Sat 25th July four of our members manned a stall at Honiton Charter Day. We featured petitions for Amnesty Prisoners of Conscience in China, Egypt and USA.  Over ninety signatures were obtained there.

On Sat 1st August The Sidmouth Folk Festival stall outside the Unitarian Church was busy, again featuring petitions and also a bookstall.  Over two hundred and fifty signatures for prisoners in Saudi Arabia, Egypt and China were collected. Cards to Albert Woodfox, still in prison in USA, elicited over 100 signatures and many messages about his plight. These street events do not raise much money but are useful in publicising the work Amnesty does and making the public more aware of human rights concerns. 

3. Talks to Local Organisations
Sidmouth W.I
In March Tony and Martin spoke to Sidmouth W.I.  about Amnesty’s work and received a donation of £30.

Colyton School.
In December Through a link established by David Tony and Martin gave a talk to sixthformers at Colyton School who were keen to form an Amnesty group. This new group had a very successful Write for Rights Campaign under their energetic chairman Max Hoyt. This is a positive development which we could repeat with other schools.
4. Press.
Getting our activities  into the local press is still a very hit and miss affair. They published an article about Ruth James’ work in Afghanistan following her talk to us but not one on Tilly Lavenas’s talk on Mexico. Maureen Sinha has been generally successful in getting notifications of up coming meetings into the Sidmouth Herald however they steadfastly refuse to include “ All Welcome”!   
5. Website, External Links
We have a website http://www.amnesty.org.uk/groups/east-devon updated by Martin which is hosted at Amnesty UK but we get very little response via this route. We are also on East Devon Hub an internet events website and we should develop our use of this outlet in 2015. If anyone would like to develop a Facebook page for us please contact Martin.We are also regularly contacting Amnesty UK to ask them to notify national members in East Devon of our activities before they occur.

Informing Ourselves
It has been useful to set aside a substantial chunk of the meeting for ‘self education’. As agreed earlier in the year.
1. Speakers
Ruth James on Afghanistan
In April Ruth James gave us a talk on her NGO work in Afghanistan 

Ruth spent 1.5 years working in the human development section of a Czech NGO with the aim of improving the quality of prospects for women (culture and education amongst other things) She often travelled in unmarked cars often wearing full burka through very dangerous territory, communicating with Taliban sometimes in very remote villages controlled by war lords. The group were amazed by her courage and resilience in the most hostile and dangerous environment. It was agreed that supporting Ruth and NGO’s which help women to find empowerment and participate in community life would be very worthwhile and this group is ready and waiting do what we can in the promotion of human rights in these countries. 

Ruth is currently working with victims of  Gender Based Violence in Nepal.

Tilly Lavenas on Mexico.
September meeting

Tilly is Amnesty International’s  country cooordinator for Mexico  and luckily for us is a member of the neighbouring Lyme Regis group. Mexico has been  identified by Amnesty as a country in which torture is routine. Tilly gave us a very interesting round up of human rights cases in Mexico And the group the group has subsequently kept up to speed with issues in that country.

2. Discussions
November meeting
Discussion of European Convention on Human Rights and the UK government's intentions thereof:
Tony led a lively discussion of the pros and cons of  the present European provisions ensued which David said had originally mainly been drawn up by British lawyers. It was felt essential that there should be basic rights agreed by all countries as a protection against the use of arbitary power by government and public officials.  Members were generally supportive of the present arrangements  but there was concern by some members  over the time it took for Abu Hamsa to be deported under the current legislation.

Fundraising
1. The Grizzly Run

March 9th, Seaton.  Organised by the Axe Valley Runners, this is a well known annual community event. Our group, led by David Evans, once again manned the Left Luggage section. Yvonne and David E. attended the Grizzly presentation and received a large cheque (see treasurer's report) many thanks to all who volunteered and to David our octogenarian Stakhanovite who has been organising it since the early origins of the Earth!
2. Amnestea
On Valentine's Day last year we hired the Methodist Hall in Sidmouth and held an afternoon tea, organised by Miranda, to draw attention to Amnesty''s Stop Torture campaign. Many members pitched in to help with publicity, baking cakes and scones, making sandwiches,  serving and washing up. It was an enjoyable and busy afternoon  clearing a good profit( see Treasurer's report)
3. Branscombe Supper 

April 18th  Branscombe Village Hall
The Amnesty  Branscombe supper has become quite famous in these parts . It is a big fund raiser but had lain  dormant for a couple of years as it is an exhausting undertaking. This year it was resurrected under a team led by Angela. The theme was The Silk Road  and a terrific poster was designed by Angela and Mike following a highly academic discussion about one and two humped camels! Members cooked food around this theme and 120 sat down to eat. During the evening belly dancers performed with some members joining in!. David made a short speech about Amnesty and guests were entertained by a raffle and a quiz devised by Doug Smith. The Supper was a very great success with many guests speaking of it in glowing terms on the night and during the  subsequent weeks. It raises our profile locally and also makes a hansdsome profit. Many thanks  to all who were involved.  It was nevertheless a very demanding event to produce and it has been generally agreed that it will take place with a minimal interval of two years.
Conclusions/Reflections on the Year
We have had a varied and busy and successful year with one or two  new developments particularly with regard to outreach talks to local organisations  an area which we should try to develop. Our  small role in encouraging the birth of a student group at Colyton school was a particularly positive development.

 Our  initial attempts to make the meetings more interesting has started  with a discussion on The Human Rights act by Tony. Yvonne followed in January 2016 with a discussion about the truth or otherwise of Shaker Aamer's claims about his history. Other ideas for the future include  discussing DVDs , books and magazine articles which have a bearing on Amnesty's work.

Alongside this success there is ,as the old schoolteachers, used to say 'room for improvement'. Recruiting new members continues to pose difficulties. We are just not very good at it and perhaps we might ask AIUK to give us a seminar on the topic.
We also need to give more attention to the information we acquire and keep (or sometimes don’t keep). Eg who attends the Write for Rights evening. Also ensuring that the right people have the information they need to contact members and supporters in order to carry out group activities. Perhaps we need to give some thought to this at one of our meetings. A rigorous testing of our email  contact list is also required as some emails are bouncing back to us. Contact with the local press needs to be improved. Amnesty UK have appointed a press officer to work with local groups and it would be good to work with him in 2016.
In writing this report I am very dependent on the minutes of each meeting. It

it is  Important for minute takers to get down the details the names and countries  of prisoners to whom and about whom letters are sent. It would also be a big improvement if the organisers of an event sent a brief summary of   how it went to the secretary immediately after the event as these post match reports are only sketchily covered in the 2015 minutes. 

These are but small quibbles set against a very successful year. Many thanks to you our members for your untiring efforts in all areas. Happy 2016!
Martin McDonagh

(rotating in Chair for Jan Feb and March 2016)

