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ihe following article by Francesca de Silva is
based on documentation issued by Amnesty
International for Prisoners of Conscience Week
1978. No single case of political imprisonment
is typical. Each is an instance of acute per-
sonal sullering - of a human being severed from
normal life by the failure ot governments to

obey universally accepted standards of decency
and human rights. To illustrate this, each year
Amnesty International selects case histories for
special action during Prisoners of Conscience

week as symbol of the distress of all such
victicas throughout the world.




FORGOTTEN PRISONERS
TODAY

A former teacher and mechanical engincer has disappeared
without trace in South Yemen.

A dissident Turkmen poet has been interned in a psychi-
atric hospital in USSR the exact location is unknown.

The decapitated body of a peasant leader, arrested by El
Salvador’s security forces, has been found by local farmers in
San Pedro Perulapan; his severed head was hanging from a tree.

A Chinese~born agricultural labourer has spent the past
28 vears as a political prisioner in Taiwan; he was last reported
held in isolation on Green Island off the country’s east coast.

These are among the forgotten prisoners of 1978.

They are among more than 5,000 such cases in 110 coun-
tries taken up during the year by Amnesty International, the
human rights movement which opposes political imprisonment,
torture and execution around the world.

The movement itself was launched by an article entitled
“The Forgotten Prisoners” which appeared in the London
Observer on 28 May 1961, Written by British barrister, Peter
Benenson, it focused on six contemporary cases of ‘‘prisoners
of conscience” and called on people to help collect information
about similar prisoners and give them maximum publicity.

Today, however, Amnesty International, which has more
than 200,000 voluntecer members in 107 countries, estimates
that the several thousand individual cases it is now able to

tackle is still only a small fraction of the total number of
probable victims.,

“For each name that is known”, says Secretary General
Martin Ennals, ‘“there may be fifty or another hundred which
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are unknown, amounting to an unacknowledged population of
prisoners of conscience scattered over the globe held in secret

interrogation centres, in overcrowded prisons, in labour camps,
on isolated islands.”

Many of the prisoners are held in remote locations
without access to the outside world. Taiwan’s Green Island,
for example, lholds some of ithe longest-serving political

prisoners known to Amnesty International. Prisoners on the
island live in complete isolation.

Part of the camp is reserved for political prisoners. In
most cascs they are serving sentences averaging 20 years, after
being convicted of “sedition” for suspected pro-communist
activities or sympathies. Arrested in the 1950's they were
tried under martial law and the charges ‘against them have
never been tested in an open civilian court.

Among them is Li Chin-mu, an agricultural worker now
over 50 years of age, who has spent 28 years in prison. Li was
one of a group of 30 people arrested around 1950 for allecedly
having been in contact with the now-defunct Taiwan Com.
munist Party during the Japanese occupation which ended in

1945. He was reportedly tried in August 1950, but his
sentence is not known.

Li’s case features among a group of twelve histories being
highlighted by Amnesty International this yvear in “I'risoners of
Conscience Week”, an annual event observed throuchout the
world in the third week of October. The twelve case studies
cover violations of human rights in El Salvador, Indonesia,
Lebanon, Morocco, Nicaragua, Rhodesia / Zimbabwe, Romania,

Taiwan, Uganda, USSR, Vietnam and the People’s Democratic
Republic of Yemen.

According to Martin Ennals, “The forgotten prisoner in
1978 may often be a member of a subjugated etlinic group or
someone living in a small rural community. It is our experience
that such people frequently are unaware of their legal rights
and are cut off from the possibility of international support

when they become victims of arbitrary arrest, torture and
detention.”
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In Africa, for example, the Sahrawi people who originate

from the area of the Western Sahara face indiscriminate
detention without trial in Morocco.

The Sahrawis are a culturally distinct people characterized
by their dress, diet and dialect, having strong ties to the
nomadic population of Mauritania. The Sahrawi detainees

come from all walks of life: students, mechanics, cattle herders,
peasants and nomads.

Thepolitical situation in the Sahara and the severe drought
of the carly 1970s caused many Sahrawis to move north from
theit homeland and settle in southern Morocco. After they

had been pressured in 1975 to show open loyalty to King
Hassan Il of Morocco, arbitrary arrests began.

At least 150 Sahrawis, possibly many more, have been
detained without charge or without trial. Numbers of
Sahrawi students and cven schoolchildren were arrested
especially n the spring holidays of 1976 and 1977.

All the detainees are civilians who, it is believed, have not
in any way participated in the military conflict in the repion.
After arrest they were initially held incommunicado at police
centres such as Moulay Cherif in Casablanca where there is
reason to oelieve they were illtreated during interrogation.

Neither their detention nor any dissent from the govern-

ment's poicy of annexing the Sahara can be discussed openly
inside the country,

In drawing particular attention to the “forgotten
prisoners’ this year, Amnesty International points out that
peasantsand the rural poor face special problems. Cut off
from urtan centres of communication, they are cconomically
depressed and often come from ethnic or social groups with a
history >f being conquered, discriminated against or ignored
by doninant forces in their societies. Rural workers and
small firmers tend to suffer violations of their human rights
in frejuently insuperable isolation.

[recise informaticn even about large scale massacres of
campainos (Latin American peasant farmers), harijans (the

untowchables of the Indian caste system) or tribal pcople may
be vitually impossible to obtain.




Rural dwellers’ mistrust of any established authority or
urban institution, ignorance about the possibilitics of legal
recourse, the remoteness of the arcas in which the violations
occur and the natural tendency of the authorities to suppress
news of such happenings all combine to reduce the flow of
information to the world at large.

Often the news will be fraomented or out of date.
Frequently the cuthoritics allece that arrests were made in
response to an armed uprising or violent incident.

The government of Nicaragua, for example, has proffered
different and contradictory replics to Amnesty International
inquiries into more than 350 known cascs of “disappearance”’
of arrested campesinos.  Spolesmen have claimed that the
disappeared “never cxisted”, that their names werc invented

or that unquestionably they were guerrillas killed in combat
with troops and buried anonymously.

According to Amnesty International, “the populations of
entire campesino communities have ‘disappeared’ as prisoners

of the Nicaraguan National Guard, or have tecen shot
outright.”

Rural communities in neighbouring El Salvadcr are also
under attack. Sixty percent of Salvadorean people are peasant
farmers. The majority are virtually landless and desperately
poor. In 1932 a peasant revolt was crushed at a cost of 30,000
dead- The spectre of a repetition of the 1932 massacre
remains, as landowners’' ascociations use the mass media to
attack the “peasant hordes” of the rural unions.

Transito Vazquez was a leader of one such unon, the
Christian Federation of Salvadorean Farmers. On the night
of 20 March 1978, while at a meeting of peasants in he San
Pedro Perulapan area, he was scized by members of the
government paramilitary organization ORDEN,

The following day, his dcad body was found by other
members of the farmers' union. The decapitated torsc bore

marks of torture. The severed head was found hangingfrom
a tree.

“Many of today’s forgotten prisoners”, says Ennals, “have
literally disappeared after arrest. Their families —often silenced
by intimidation ot by the lack of financial resources —do not
know whether the prisoners are alive or dead.”

Among those missing is Bahadin Ahmad Muhammad, a
former teacher and mechanical engincer in Aden in the
Pcople’s Democratic Republic of Yemen (South Ycmen).
A week after his marriage in 1972, while staying at his sister’s
house, he went to answer a knock at the door and did not
return. He was last seen being driven off in a jeep. About
18 other people were reported to have disappeared that night
but, like Bahadin, the precise reasons for their disappearance
are not known.

Bahadin Muhammad

People’s Democratic Republic
of Yemen

Bahadin Ahmad Muhammad,
is one of those who have dis-
appeared without a trace. He
was last seen being forced into
a Jecp outside his sister’s house
in 1972. The government has
offered Bahadin's family coim-
pensation egqual to the sum
usually paid to relatives of
people who have been judicial-
ly executed, but it denies all
knowledge of his whereakouts.
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Bahadin’s relatives have made frequent inquiries to the
authorities, to no avail.  Justafter his disappearance his family
was offered 200 PDRY shillings a month by the authorities.
This is the usual sum offered as compensation only to relatives
of a person who has been judicially executed- The authorities
however, deny any knowledee of Bahadin’s whereabouts.




Since the country became independent in 1967, hundreds
of people have disappeared without trace. It is likely that
many are dead. Nevertheless, there are still persistent rumours
that large numbers of prisoners are being kept on Socotra

Island which lies 350 kilometres off the mainland in the
Arabian Sea.

But the dead, also, in anonymous thousands, can become
commonplace, too innumerable for memory. The total of those
killed by security officers during the seven years of the Amin
regime in Uganda is estimated at not less than 100,000, The
names of only a small number are known; the majority are
“unknown” and, according to Amnesty International, if the
regime had its way, would be f{orootten.

The structure of repression created and perpetuated by
“Life-President” Amin has penctrated all areas of Ugandan
society from the severely diminished urban elite to the poorest
rural peasant.

Members of former President Obote’s cthnic groun. the
g P,

Lango, and the related Acholi, have been particular targets of
arbitrary arrest and killing,

Torture is the most frequently known cause of death.
although detainees have been killed in other ways, either by
prison guards or other sccurity officers. It is also commonly
reported that lines of prisoners are forced to kill one another

by smashing cach other’s skulls with hammers, axes or car
xles.

An escaped Ugandan, Geoflfrey Mugabi, told the Kenya
Deaily Nation in February 1977 Fow he Fad teen arrested and
talen to Makindye prison in Kampala where he heard the
noise of prisoners being stranzled and their heads smashe
“The fioors were littered with loose eyes and teeth™
he said.
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SOLDIERS OF THE UGANDAN ANMY LEAD AWAY A CIVILIAN

People who are arrrested in Ucanda a1e taken {or interregation to bFariocks or
other centers belonaing to therecurity forces: This penerally invelvestoriure  nd
trequently resulis in the vietim’s death, Those who have Feen arrected or bave
“disappeared” ate rarely reen avain, and their relatives ate percrally teo afraid
of reprisuts to make appeals or publicity about their relative’s disappg 2atance.
Fresident Amin derics that there have been massive violstions and claivs that
human rights are respected in Uganda,

Photo: Copyright Marian Kuplan, Camera Press Lid.
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In its campaign for forgotten prisoners, Amnesty Inter-
national also asksus to remember the 500,000 or more African
civilians who have been moved into so-called “protected
villages” by the Rhodesian authorities. The villages resemble
fortified encampments and have been described by Africans as
“cages” designed in such away that civilians arc used as a human
shield to protect the officials who live in the village centre.
Although the villages were ostensibly set up by the Smith
government to protect African civilians against the activities of
the nationalist guerrillas, there is now considerable evidence to

suggest that they are being used to punish Africans suspected
of supporting the guerrillas.

- Wearealso asked not to forget numbers of Lebanese
citizens who, like 38 year old bricklayer Josech Hemmaam,
have been abducted from Lebanon and detained without trial

in Syria. Their families often have no knowledge of their fate
or location.

Prisoners in Indonesia’s Irian Jaya and arrested Buddhist
monks in Vietnam also figure in the Amnesty portrait of those

whose fate has been seemingly by-passed by international public
opinion.

“But the forgotten prisoners”, warns Ennals, “are not only
to be found in rural areas; not only in countries facing enormous
economic and social challenges; not only in territories disrupted
by armed conflict. Prisoners of conscience in any country are,
by definition, unpopular with someone — certainly those in
power— and in many cases no one wants to share their
unpopularity. No one wants to talk about them. They get put
out of the way. They get lost. They get forgotten.”

Take the case of Jeno Szikszai, a school teacher in Romania
and a memberof the country’s Hungarian ethnic minority. He
was arrested by the state security police last year and accused
of persuading parents of ethnic Hungarian pupils of protest
against the elimination of Hungarian schools in the Brasov
region of the country. It is believed that he committed suicide
during interrogation. There has been no further news of him.

Another striking example is Annasoltan Kekilova, a
young Turkmen poet,arrested on 26 August 1971 and confined
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ns have been moved into these camps

since 1972. Summary killing is the penalty for breaking camp curfew,

‘“‘nrotected village” in Rhodesia | Zimbabwe

tO A
hlore than 200,000 African civili

Security guards at the entrace

women ‘‘residents’’.
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to a psychiatric hospital because she had written letters to the
(Comimnunist Party of the Soviet Union criticizing conditions
i the Turkmen Soviet Republic.

According to Ms. Kekilova’s mother, the doctors in  the
psychiatric hospital told her daughter: “If you don't give us «
sivned statement that you wrote to the central committec

because you were in a nervous condition, you'll stay in hospital
forever' .

Over the next few vears no further information on
Ms. Kekilova was forthcoming — Amnesty International was
even unsure if she was still confined to a psychiatric hospital.
[n the spring of this year, however, one of the Amnesty adop-
tion eroups working on the case received a reply from the
deputy Minister of Health of the Turkmen SSR in which he
confirmed that she was “still interned in a psychiatric hospital.”
No other details are known.

ORYO!L SPECIAYL PSYCHIATRIC HOSPITAL

R - T w

- Rl K . L *h?-." - ) - h --'.|‘ T """‘ . m_ -"'- A = : =
e - ] C .‘*“.‘ 1% o " 1 . ;iTl "-ll Lo YL . 11_ , P -
* . - 'y .‘ ':\ L an .h*‘ . ﬂﬂ Jr::l.-l-. - l-. .I . . : L 4 I.' 'll -
- ' a .-- - H - Ty, 1 '.q ' " [ ."' [
! b ' .Jlu'l.‘l ) " !

-l.
Iy F LB "J.' l'ﬁ" el

. [ . ot
Tl 2 . . ) I D
SRR by oF [ AP

- i*"-"_].‘-‘q "'i 1 -
- ro=

o o Wk B "_ 1"'

[ -

Among the cases of psychiatric abuse in the USSR known to Al is a category
of “forgotten prisoners” confined in psychiatrics hospital for dissenting politi-
zal or religious convictions rather than for authentic medical reasons, They
ire left for long periods of time in conditions of virtual secrecy: The obscurity
af their cases and difficulty of obtaining information about their present
conditions has resulted in both a lack of public awareness of their fate and
arobably greater exposure o ill-treatmert,

Photo: Courtesy Aid to the Rugian Church.
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Amnesty International’s reminder about such prisoners
who have been forgotten is overdue. It comes at a time wher
much attention has been paid to the trials and the fate of 2
few well-known political prisoners: We need to have the {ull
breadth of the problem brought home to us with realism and
genuine humanity.

[t is also important that we be reminded about those whe
are unknown and unheard of in this year, the 3Cth anniversary
of the United Nations Universal Declaration of Human Rights.
Much ado is being made to celebrate the anniversary of the
declaration, adopted in 1948. From Amnesty International’s
point of view, there will only be something to celebrate when
the killings have ccased, when those who have disappeared
have beed reunited with their families and when there are ro
longer prisoners needing to be remembered.




AMNESTY INTERNATIONAL is o worldwide movemaont whioh is
independent of any govornmeont, political faction, ideology, economie
interost or raligious creed. It plays & gpecific role within tho overall
spactirum of human rights work. The activitios of the organization focus
strictly on prisoners:

It socks the release of men and women detained anywhero for

their beliefs, colour, sex, ethnic origin, lungunge or religion,
provided they have netther used nor ndvoeated violence. These
W tormed ‘prisoners of conscience’

b

It ndvocates fair and early trials for all political prisoners

and works on behalf of such persons detained without charge or
without tnal.

It opposrs tho death penatly and torture or other cruel,

inhuman or degrading trontment or punishment of all prisoners
without reservation.

AMNESTY INTERNATIONAL acts on the basis of the United Nations
Universal Declaration of Human Rights and other international instru-
ments. Throush practical work for prisoners within its mandate,
Amnesty [nternationnl participates in the wider promotion and protection

of human rights in the civil, politicul, economic, social and cultural
spheres.

AVMNESTY INTERNATIONAL has over 2 000 udoption groups and
nationnl cections in 35 countries in Africy, Asin, [Burope, the Middle Isast,
North America and [atin America and individunl members in a further
74 countries. I13ach adoption group works for at least two prisoners of
conscience in countries other than its own. These countries are bulunced
geographically and politicully to ensure impartiality.  Information about
prisoners and human rights violations emanates from Amnesty Inter-
nationnl's Research Department in London.

AVNESTY INTERNATIONAL has consultative status with the United
Nations (RCOSQC), UNESCO and the Council of KEurope, has coope-
sative relations with the Inter—-American Commission on Human Rights
of the Organization of American States and has observer stitus with the

Organization of African Unity (Bureau for the Plnecoment and Iiducation
of Arican Refugees.)

AMNESTY INTERNATIONAL is financed by subscriptions and dona-
tions of its worl lwide membership. To safeguard the independence of
the organization, all contributions ave strictly controlled by pguidelines
laid down by Amuesty [nternational’s International Council and income
and expenditure are made public in an annual financial report.
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