SPECIAL PUBLIC PROGRAM ON BURMA: WE URGE ALL TO ATTEND AND TO HELP

PUBLICIZE THIS EVENT.

Burma: The Current Situation, and What American Citizens Can Do.

Monday, March 12th, 7 pm, in the Parish House behind the First Unitarian Church, corner of Benefit and Benevolent Streets.

Group 49, in conjunction with the World Affairs Committee of the First Unitarian Church, will hold a special program. This program will provide informational background on Burma, which has one of the worst human rights pictures in the world today. Americans, as citizens, as consumers, and as investors, can take effective action. These opportunities will be explained during the program.

Burma is ruled by one of the world's most blatantly brutal regimes. Nobel Peace Prize Winner Aung San Suu Kyi, although she won Burma's last free election, has spent years under house arrest, a prisoner in her own home, while political prisoners are tortured and murdered, and profits from substantially army-owned factories are used to buy weapons. Even Senators

as far apart politically as Jesse Helms and Ted Kennedy call for a ban of apparel imports from Burma. Yet, much remains to be done. 

 The main speaker will be Simon Billenness, senior analyst of Trillium Investment Co., an investment company dedicated to socially responsible investment, and coordinator of the New England Burma Roundtable. Other speakers will include Burmese exiles.  

Group 49 is in charge of planning this event. We will have a chance to meet Simon Billenness before the event at a potluck dinner at 5 p.m. at the church. This needs to be coordinated. To help, please call Marcia at 274-3739 or Corrie at 831-0354.

The AGM or Annual General Meeting 

The meeting will be held this year in Nashville, Tennessee, on April 20-22. 

Travel subsidies are available to assist in covering expenses. We must submit an application for anyone who wishes to apply for a subsidy by March 12th. If you are interested, please contact Marcia at 274-3739. If a representative of Group 49 attends the AGM, that person will be given a voucher entitling him/her to vote on behalf of the group.

GET ON THE BUS 2001 

An action day on April 2, 2001. This has become an annual event for groups in the northeast, originated and sponsored by Group 133 in Somerville, MA. 

For the sixth year, hundreds of local group members and student activists will travel by chartered buses to New York, for planned demonstrations. This year's actions will be as follows:

* Opposing human rights abuses in Colombia;

* Protesting the continuing imprisonment of Tibetan nuns in China;

* Thanking the Italian government for raising awareness on the use of death penalty in the US and worldwide;

* Demonstration at the Nigerian Consulate against the persecution of environmental activists.

This is an exciting event and it’s also fun. Participants will include local group members and school groups. Buses will leave at approximately 6 or 7 am (depending on where they start from) and return around 10 p.m. The actual cost of the bus is approximately $50 per person but payment is accepted on a sliding scale, with a minimum of $10. To participate or help to organize, please contact Dara Bongarten or Val Costa at aigetonthebus@hotmail.com or call (617) 352-2301. 

Greg Arzoomanian’s, Legislative Coordinator (RI), report on his trip to Washington DC.  

The beginning of this month, I joined Amnesty Legislative Coordinators from around the country at the Legislative Institute.  This is the second year.  As at last year's meeting, we were taught the finer points of promoting Amnesty concerns to our federal legislators.  We were also briefed on Amnesty's legislative agenda for the coming year.  There are four initiatives:

1.) Torture Victims Relief Act: This is to increase funding for centers in the country, which treat the victims of torture.  The centers currently treat about half the victims but they're looking to increase funding from $10 million to $20 million.

2.) Innocence Protection Act: This is to save some of the people on death row.  The bill will:

Ensure that death row inmates have access to DNA evidence, which they currently don't have in all cases;

  Help provide adequate representation;

Inform jurors about sentencing options short of the death penalty, which has been shown to result in fewer instances of the death penalty being applied.

**Rep. Patrick Kennedy is already a co-sponsor.

3.) Clean Diamonds Act: The final version hasn't been set yet, but the basic idea is to ban the importation of diamonds from rebel-controlled areas of Sierra Leone. The sale of these diamonds funds the brutal terrorist campaign of the country's insurgents, which features hacking the limbs off children, among other atrocities.

4.) International Right to Know: This is to require US corporations to reveal what they know about human rights abuses, as well as environmental and labor violations, in the countries in which they do business.  It's an attempt to ensure that the standardization implied by globalization doesn't result in the lowering of human rights standards.

In the visits with the staff of the RI delegation, I raised all these points, as well as couple of other issues: Textron's helicopter sale to Turkey, the Refugee Protection Act, and the letter that Bernadette

Mernin requested in support of our Indian prisoner, Nour Mohammed Karwal.

A couple of other points of note: Rep. Langevin's Chief of Staff, Kristen Nicholsen, was head of the AI chapter at her high school.  And Patrick Kennedy's office showed me a Dear Colleague letter he had circulated to President Clinton in support of the International Criminal Court, which Clinton signed in the last days of his presidency.

For further information on Amnesty's legislative agenda, check:

http://www.amnestyusa.org/raisetheroof/
Greg Arzoomanian

Legislative Coordinator -- RI

gregan@ids.net
Turkey

Prison Critics in Danger

Amnesty International is seriously concerned that the vital work of the Turkish Human Rights Association (IHD) is being deliberately impeded by the Turkish government. 

The Ankara headquarters of IHD was raided by security police who confiscated all five of the computer hard-disks on which the Association stores information. Documents were also removed. The raid followed the broadcast on Turkish television news of reports alleging that IHD has received funding from the Greek Foreign Ministry.  IHD vigorously denies the claim. 

The confiscation of computer equipment and documents represents a breach of the right of human rights defenders to carry out their work free from government interference. 

The broadcast of the allegations, which Amnesty International regards with extreme skepticism, follows a concerted and high profile campaign by IHD against the forced transfer of prisoners to so-called F-Type prisons. A high profile transfer operation in December 2000 led to the deaths of at least 30 prisoners and two police officers. 

Human rights defenders and supporters of the hunger striking prisoners have come under increasing pressure in recent weeks as the Turkish government has attempted to silence criticism of the new prison system. Many have been threatened, beaten or detained, and the authorities have indicated that criticism of the new prison system may be deemed a criminal offence. Six IHD branches were closed down in January while the Ankara branch is under investigation for having supported hunger striking prisoners. 

"If Turkey is serious about improving its human rights record it must accept that human rights defenders should be allowed to work without fear of intimidation or smear," Amnesty International said. "The Turkish government must return the confiscated equipment and ensure that all human rights defenders are safe to do their vital work." 

Colombia

Colombian Paramilitaries Declare International Human Rights Organization a 'Military Target'

(New York) – In an alarming development, army-backed paramilitaries have declared Peace Brigades International and the Colombia-based Popular Women’s Organization (OFP) “military targets” after threatening group members in Barrancabermeja, Colombia. 

“This direct threat against international humanitarian volunteers in Colombia represents a significant deterioration of the human rights situation there,” stated Curt Goering, Senior Deputy Executive Director for Amnesty International USA (AIUSA). “Unfortunately, the authorities in Barrancabermeja continually fail to uphold their obligation to protect the citizens.” 

Two armed men, identifying themselves as members of the paramilitary group United Self-Defense Forces of Colombia, declared members of the human rights groups as “military objectives.” Peace Brigades International, which offers a permanent international presence to threatened human rights defenders, has been accompanying the OFP and other groups in Barrancabermeja since the fall of 1994. This is the first direct threat that the PBI team has received in Colombia. 

Threats were carried out in the context of increasing tensions in Barrancabermeja. In addition to the OFP, human rights groups such as CREDHOS (Regional Human Rights Committee) and ASFADDES (Association of the Families of the Detained-Disappeared) have been receiving threats from army-backed paramilitaries. Last year hundreds of selective killings were carried out in Barrancabermeja, making it one of Colombia’s most violent cities. This year alone, dozens of people have been killed or “disappeared” in Barrancabermeja by paramilitaries and guerrillas. 

“Amnesty International is greatly concerned that despite a heavy military presence in Barrancabermeja, where a special-forces unit was deployed in January, paramilitary forces have apparently been able to operate unhindered,” said Andrew Miller, Acting Advocacy Director for the Americas. “This adds to the mountain of evidence demonstrating close military collaboration with the paramilitaries. We renew our call for President Andres Pastrana to work aggressively to dismantle the paramilitaries.” 

USA

Bush Must Seek Release of Mexican Environmental Activists

Fox Has Opportunity to Overturn Injustice
(Washington, DC) -- Amnesty International called for the immediate and unconditional release of two Mexican environmentalists jailed on confessions extracted under duress of torture. The organization asked President Bush to raise the cases with Mexico’s President Fox during his visit. 

On May 2, 1999, in a severe blow to human rights and environmental protection in Mexico, the Mexican army arrested Rodolfo Montiel and Teodoro Cabrera. The men were subsequently beaten, tortured and forced to confess to trumped up charges of possession of marijuana and illegal weapons. On August 28, 2000, Montiel and Cabrera were convicted and sentenced to six year eight month and ten year jail terms respectively. Amnesty International believes that the arrest and conviction of the two environmentalists stemmed solely from their efforts to stop the rampant logging in the southern state of Guerrero, Mexico. 

Although, in a positive move, President Fox announced that he has ordered a review of the case, Amnesty International believes the men, already held for more than 20 months, should be released immediately. 

"The arrest, torture and conviction of Montiel and Cabrera were clearly linked to their efforts to protect the forests in Guerrero State,” said Curt Goering, Senior Deputy Executive Director of Amnesty International USA. “This persecution is alarming to environmental defenders throughout North America, and President Bush must demonstrate he is not afraid to speak in defense of human rights on his first foreign visit as President. This is a golden opportunity to translate his ‘compassionate conservatism’ campaign rhetoric into reality.” 

Together with human rights groups in Mexico, Amnesty International and the Sierra Club have mobilized an international campaign in support of the two men. 

“This case is a test of the Fox administration’s commitment to human rights,” said Diego Zavala, AIUSA’s Country Specialist for Mexico. “The release of these Prisoners of Conscience would confirm a commitment to human rights and environmental protection.” 

China

China's Use of Torture Expanding, New Amnesty Report Finds

Amnesty International USA Urges Bush Administration to Introduce Resolution Condemning China's Human Rights Record at UN Meeting 
(WASHINGTON, DC) A growing range of officials, from judges to family planning officers, are committing torture in China, and their circle of victims is expanding, Amnesty International said in a new report. Amnesty International USA (AIUSA) coupled the release of the report with a call for the Bush Administration to state clearly and soon its intention to sponsor a resolution condemning China's dismal - and deteriorating - human rights record at the UN Commission on Human Rights meeting next month. 

"It is imperative that the United States demonstrate early on that it will play a leadership role in sponsoring a UN resolution to condemn China for its abysmal human rights record," said Curt Goering, Senior Deputy Executive Director of AIUSA. "US leadership on the resolution would signal to Chinese officials that President Bush will not prioritize profits over people." 

Amnesty International's report provides evidence of the widespread and systemic use of torture in China. Torture is committed in the full range of state institutions, from police stations to "re-education through labor" camps to people's homes and workplaces. Amnesty International's report, Torture: A Growing Scourge in China - Time for Action, documents that a growing range of officials are perpetrating torture: tax collectors, judges, prosecutors, court clerks, family planning officers, village and party leaders, and security officials. The expanding circle of victims includes political dissidents, workers, innocent bystanders, criminal defendants and their defense attorneys, as well as some officials. Victims or observers who expose the torture are themselves targeted for reprisals. 

"The government of China mouths its commitment to fighting torture, but investigations - if and when they occur - rarely bring perpetrators to justice and investigators readily accept official denials," said T. Kumar, AIUSA Advocacy Director for Asia. 

Authorities respond in extraordinarily gruesome and callous ways to violations - whether suspected or real - of China's restrictive family planning policy, Amnesty International's report says. When officials from a township birth control office detained Zhou Jianxiong in May 1998, they hung him upside down, repeatedly whipped and beat him with wooden clubs, burned him with cigarette butts, branded him with soldering irons, and ripped off his genitals. The 30-year-old farmer from Hunan province was tortured to death because the officials wanted him to reveal the whereabouts of his wife, who had a tubal ligation the previous year - but was suspected of being pregnant without permission. 

While China has ratified the Convention Against Torture and recently enacted some prohibitions against torture, the government undermines these reforms during periodic "strike hard" anti-crime campaigns and political crackdowns. For instance, officials have been permitted to use "every means possible" to achieve quick results against the Falun Gong and alleged separatists in Xinjiang Uighur Autonomous Region (XUAR). 

"Torture in China remains a major human rights concern," said Goering. "The range of officials resorting to it is expanding, as is the circle of victims. The government has acknowledged for many years that torture is a serious problem but has done little about it. China's leaders must now take effective action." 

In 2000, Shenzen media exposed a series of cases in which security officials working in local businesses beat, tortured and even killed customers who complained about prices or were suspected of theft. 

Many women have been tortured, including being raped and sexually abused, by police who accuse them of prostitution. Police detain and torture women to extract lists of alleged clients to blackmail. 

Amnesty International's report makes several recommendations to the government including: upholding zero tolerance of torture, excluding from the courts all evidence extracted under torture, ending incommunicado and arbitrary detention, ensuring detainees access to lawyers, family and medical treatment, and instituting an effective complaints mechanism. 
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