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 RELEASES  
 IN GAMBIA 
In Gambia – days after President 
Yahya Jammeh accepted defeat in 
the country’s presidential election in 
December – dozens of prisoners of 
conscience, including opposition leader 
Ousainou Darboe, were released on 
bail. Welcoming the releases, Amnesty 
called for freedom for other prisoners 
of conscience. President-elect Adama 
Barrow promised to free all political 
prisoners, repeal repressive laws 
and rejoin the Rome Statute of the 
International Criminal Court. As we went 
to press, President Yahya Jammeh had 
reversed his acceptance of the elections 
result, risking instability and repression. 
http://bit.ly/2goJ0zT 

 PRISONER OF CONSCIENCE  
 RELEASED 

 GOOD NEWS  
 FOR ACTIVISTS 
There was good news for 10 anti-slavery 
activists who were released from jail 
in Mauritania following a court ruling 
in November. It offered hope to those 
campaigning for an end to the brutal 
crackdown on human rights defenders 
in the country, although the court ruling 
ignored the activists’ allegations  
of torture – and others remained  
behind bars.
 http://bit.ly/2gct19M 

4

AMNESTY AROUND
THE WORLD

1

8

72

16

5

 GLIMMER  
 OF HOPE 
The release of three women – tortured 
by marines and imprisoned for more 
than five years – brought a glimmer 
of hope to hundreds unfairly jailed 
in Mexico. A judge acquitted Denise 
Lovato, Korina Urtrera and Wendy Díaz 
and ordered their release in November. 
A few months previously, their ordeal 
had featured in a groundbreaking 
Amnesty investigation into torture and 
sexual violence in the country.
 http://bit.ly/2g2Qoky 

Prisoner of conscience and opposition 
leader Rosmit Mantilla was freed in 
Venezuela in November. He had been 
unfairly imprisoned for his human rights 
work, and shouldn’t have spent a second 
behind bars. Amnesty welcomed the 
great news, and called on the government 
to build on this by releasing all those 
imprisoned just for expressing their 
opinions. http://bit.ly/2gnht6n 

 WRITE FOR  
 RIGHTS 2016 

 RELEASED FROM  
 DETENTION 
In Russian-occupied Crimea, Ilmi 
Umerov was released in September 
after spending three weeks in forced 
psychiatric detention, although he 
remained under criminal investigation 
for his peaceful activism against 
Russia’s annexation of Crimea. Amnesty 
International's Urgent Action network 
took action on his behalf during his 
detention.
 http://bit.ly/2gtJ031 

Every December, Amnesty supporters 
across the globe write millions of letters 
for those whose basic human rights 
are being attacked. It’s all part of Write 
for Rights, Amnesty’s global letter-
writing campaign – one of the world’s 
biggest human rights events. People 
in Poland alone wrote more than 
322,000 letters, while one individual in 
Guinea managed to get some 10,000 
signatures for the campaign. Amnesty 
Netherlands (pictured) hosted 
hundreds of events.
 http://bit.ly/1Onu0yj 
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3 6 50,000 CALLS  
 FOR JUSTICE 
Canadian-Irish-Iranian citizen Dr Homa 
Hoodfar, 65, a prisoner of conscience 
and prominent anthropology professor, 
was released in September last year after 
months of arbitrary detention in Iran. 
Amnesty had mobilized its members on 
this case, with 50,000 people signing a 
petition for her release. She had been 
arrested in connection with her research 
on women’s rights issues.
 http://bit.ly/2fvHkEb 
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 NEVER ALONE  
 OR FORGOTTEN 
Prisoner of conscience Ahmed Abdullah 
was released on bail in Egypt in 
September after being detained without 
trial for more than four months. He 
believes he was arrested because of his 
work on enforced disappearances and the 
case of Giulio Regeni, an Italian student 
whose tortured body was discovered on 
the outskirts of Cairo last February. 
http://bit.ly/2gHgaze

“Even in my dark cell in 
solitary confinement at 
Tora Prison, I never felt 
alone or forgotten. I knew 
that Amnesty International 
members were out there 
speaking for me and this 
made me feel safe.” 

7

Ahmed Abdullah 

3
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THE WIRE TEAM

BENDING TOWARDS 
JUSTICE

DECODERS
2016 proved to be a critical juncture 
for our satellite imagery work. Not only 
did we release a major new report on 
Darfur – which relied heavily on satellite 
images and exposed ongoing crimes 
against humanity – but through our 
Decoders project, we also called on 
digital volunteers globally to help us sift 
through large areas of Darfur on satellite 
images, looking for fresh attacks on 
villages.

The Decoders project allows anyone 
with an internet connection to play a role 
in human rights analysis.

I believe this will be as 
groundbreaking as Eyes on Darfur was 
10 years ago.

FIND OUT MORE
Become an Amnesty Decoder:
https://decoders.amnesty.org/ 

One of my first tasks as the new Crisis 
Response intern – 10 years ago – was 
to assist with the launch of Amnesty’s 
Eyes on Darfur project, at the time a 
groundbreaking effort using satellites 
to monitor an inaccessible conflict 
zone.

Since then, satellite images have 
become a standard tool for Amnesty’s 
research – no matter if investigating 
crises in Syria or Nigeria, or peeking 
behind the walls of secret prison 
camps in North Korea. The use of 
satellite or aerial imagery will only 
increase with the advent of micro-
satellites and drones.

BEHIND THE SCENES

Senior Analyst Christoph 
Koettl on how Amnesty is 
using satellite imagery to 
expose human rights crises. 

The US presidential election campaign caused global 
shockwaves. Donald J. Trump championed hate, misogyny 
and xenophobia, with threats to disavow human rights.

His campaign became an echo chamber for fear and 
anger. As history shows, fanning the flames of division leads 
down an ugly road, with dissenting voices criminalized and 
the disadvantaged facing harassment, discrimination and 
violence.

The global human rights movement must seek common 
ground with those so disenfranchised that their political 
expression involves lashing out against others, and whose 
concerns can have valid roots. Leaders can help heal 
divisions through policies that ensure equality and dignity 
for everyone.

President Obama’s rhetoric often masked US rights 
violations at home and abroad. We do not yet know how 
President-elect Trump will affect human rights globally. 
But his triumph may embolden fear-mongering leaders 
elsewhere. 

If his words become policy, his administration may 
weaken the US stance on the ban on torture and would 
reverse the rights of women, migrants and minorities. 
His anti-Muslim language risks fuelling attacks and 
discrimination, and being exploited as a recruitment tool by 
armed groups.

But fear and hate do not have to win – they can be a 
catalyst for change. Determined human rights activism has 
made leaps forward over the decades, despite adversity. 
And most people in the US and worldwide support equality, 
dignity, and freedom.

As the Rev. Martin Luther King, Jr. said: “The arc of the 
moral universe is long, but it bends towards justice.”

Salil Shetty, Secretary General
@SalilShetty

45%
of world’s palm oil comes  
from Indonesia

 3M
palm oil workers in Indonesia

 8 YEARS
the age of some children carrying out 
hazardous, hard physical work on palm 
oil plantations

 US$2.50
daily wage for some workers

25
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Protests in Egypt 

begin, part of the 

“Arab Spring”,  

2011

28
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New Year

6
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International Day 

of Zero Tolerance 

for Female Genital 

Mutilation
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Nelson Mandela 

freed, South Africa, 
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Amnesty’s 2016/17 
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the Death Penalty
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International 

Women’s Day

15
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Syria’s conflict  

starts, 2011
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First tweet sent, 
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Military coup  

in Argentina,  

1976

24
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Former  
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Karadžić found 

guilty for genocide 

and other crimes, 
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Christoph Koettl,  
founder and editor of 

Amnesty's Citizen Evidence 
Lab, verifying video footage 

of human rights violations 
in Nigeria

 25KG
heavy sacks of palm fruit carried  
by young children

READ MORE
See our feature on human rights abuses 
in your shopping basket on page 16 
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CAMPAIGN: REFUGEES

HOTSPOT ITALY – 
ABUSES OF REFUGEES
AND MIGRANTS 

Thousands of people continue to cross 
the Mediterranean – fleeing persecution, 
conflict and poverty, seeking protection 
and a decent life in Europe. 

Europe’s so-called “hotspot 
approach” to receive refugees and 
migrants in key arrival countries like 
Italy was introduced in 2015, as a way 
to faster identify, screen and filter new 
arrivals. But Amnesty International’s 
research suggests that in Italy there are 
cases where it’s less “identify, screen 
and filter” and more a case of “abuse, 
mislead and expel”. 

Amnesty has been given consistent 
accounts of coercive methods used by 
the Italian police to obtain fingerprints – 
including allegations of beatings, electric 
shocks and sexual humiliation. 

Hasty screening of people who 
have just stepped off the boats – 
without giving them proper advice 
and information – risks denying them 
the ability to seek asylum and the 
protections they are legally entitled to. 

Europe’s emphasis on expelling more 
people – even if this involves making 
agreements with governments which 
are known abusers of human rights, like 
Sudan – is also resulting in people being 
sent back to places where they risk 
facing serious human rights violations. 

“I can't say how painful it was...  
I would have never thought that in Italy  
they could do something like that to me.”

ILL-TREATED FOR A FINGERPRINT  
Fingerprinting is a key step for Europe 
to identify people arriving on its shores. 
Europe’s Dublin Regulation – under which 
countries can return asylum-seekers to 
the first European Union (EU) country 
they entered – relies on fingerprinting to 
identify who arrived where. 

Many refugees and migrants who 
arrive in Italy attempt to pass through 
without being identified in order to 
seek asylum in other countries. Prior to 
mid-2015 Italy had limited success in 
obtaining fingerprints from people who 
refused, to the dismay of other European 
governments. 

So the EU implemented a new 
approach and imposed a 100 per cent 
fingerprinting target on Italy – including 
recommending the use of force where 
necessary.

European governments had agreed 
to redistribute some of the arriving 
asylum-seekers to other EU member 
states, to relieve the pressure on Italy. 
But they have so far failed to uphold this 
commitment and have relocated only a 
small number of asylum-seekers.

Meeting this target has pushed Italian 
authorities to the limits – and beyond – of 
what is permissible under international 
human rights law.

During 2016, Amnesty International 
received a significant number of reports 
of excessive use of force by police during 
fingerprinting of refugees and migrants. 
Some alleged being subjected to torture – 
including beatings, being shocked by 
electrical batons and sexual humiliation 
or infliction of pain to the genitals. 

“They gave me electricity with a stick, many times... 
I was too weak, I couldn’t resist...  
they took both my hands and put them  
on the machine.” 

Adam, 27, from Darfur

Djoka, 16, from Sudan

Refugee on the 
Migrant Offshore Aid 
Station ship Topaz 
Responder, after 
being rescued off 
Libya's coast. June 
2016  
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“We were shackled and accompanied  
by Italian police... We arrived at Khartoum 
airport... We were interrogated one by one. 
Now I am afraid if the security  
is searching for me.”

STOP THE ABUSE OF REFUGEES 
AND MIGRANTS
Amnesty is calling on the Italian 
authorities to ensure that refugees and 
migrants are not subjected to excessive 
use of force, torture or other ill-treatment, 
or arbitrary detention by law enforcement 
officers during fingerprinting and other 
related operations. 

We are also calling for no screening 
to take place immediately after asylum-
seekers arrive. They should first be 
provided with the necessary assistance, 
information and advice.

“I don’t even know how we got here, I was crying...  
I saw so many police, I was scared... I was asked 
for name, surname, nationality... But I couldn’t even 
remember the name of my parents...” 

Temporary 
Permanence Centre 
entrance, Lampedusa. 
February 2015

Refugees and 
migrants from Nigeria, 
Ghana, Senegal 
and Sierra Leone 
disembark from a 
German navy frigate 
at Augusta harbour 
in eastern Italy. 
September 2015 

Ada, 29, from Nigeria

NEW SCREENING, FEWER 
GUARANTEES
Try to imagine it: you’ve fled your 
home, maybe been separated from 
family and friends, undertaken a 
dangerous and exhausting journey, 
then risked your life during a perilous 
sea crossing, typically after months in 
Libya where detention, kidnappings, 
torture and rape are endemic. Then – 
the very minute it’s over – you’re asked 
to make crucial decisions that will 
affect the course of your life, without 
understanding fully what is being 
asked of you. 

This is what refugees and migrants 
face upon arrival in Italy. They are 
screened as soon as they step off the 
boats. Many are scared of the police 
and in shock or extremely weak, and 
have only been given limited access to 
information on asylum procedures.

EXPULSIONS AT ANY COST 
This flawed screening leads to some 
people being classed as ‘irregular 
migrants’ and given orders to leave, 
although they may well have grounds to 
claim asylum. 

Encouraged by the EU, Italy is also 
increasingly engaging in dangerous 
bilateral deals with third countries that 
allow people to be returned to places 
where they may be at risk of serious 
human rights abuses.

Any expulsions should be based 
on fair and informed screening and 
individual assessments – and no-one 
should be sent back to countries where 
they are at risk of serious human rights 
violations. 

The hotspot approach has 
increased – not reduced – the burden 
on frontline states. This is leading to 
human rights violations for which Italian 
authorities have a direct responsibility, 
and EU leaders a political one. 

Europe must share responsibility 
for protecting refugees and not shift 
the burden onto receiving countries 
like Italy. European institutions and 
governments must promote and  
protect human rights, rather than 
undermining them. 

A new agreement was signed by the 
Italian and Sudanese police authorities 
in August 2016 – deepening the 
cooperation between the two countries 
regarding migrant flows and borders, 
including on the repatriation of irregular 
Sudanese migrants.

While the agreement does not 
permit the return of someone who 
has requested asylum in Italy, the 
identification process required is so 
superficial that it could lead to the rapid 

Yaqoub, 23, from Darfur 

transfer to Sudan of people who – though 
not having submitted a request for 
asylum in Italy – nonetheless risk facing 
severe human rights violations if returned. 
This deal must be scrapped.
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TAKE ACTION
Speak out for refugees’ rights: 
take our iWelcome campaign 
pledge http://bit.ly/1UBZsOw
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Naser al-Raas had a busy life. He was newly married, 
with a toddler. He was enrolled in human rights studies at 
Ottawa’s Carleton University. His schedule was full of medical 
appointments as he healed from torture, ill-treatment and harsh 
prison conditions in Bahrain, coped with heart and respiratory 
ailments, and readied for a heart and lungs transplant. He 
read, was active on social media and maintained contact with a 
network of human rights activists.

Naser pushed through this schedule while moving around in 
a motorized wheelchair and requiring a constant link to oxygen 
to ease his breathing.

Yet whenever I was in touch with a request that he come 
to an Amnesty event or to let him know about something 
happening in the Ottawa human rights community, his 
response was always: “You do not need to ask, just tell me 
where it is. I’ll always come.”

And he did. He always came.

REAL AND PERSONAL
He spoke at press conferences and rallies on Canada's 
Parliament Hill. He wheeled into House of Commons 
receptions, sharing his experience and plea for action to 
prevent torture. He spoke to Amnesty audiences large and 
small, in person and online. He did always come. And he 
always touched hearts and opened minds.

He showed people that the cost of human rights abuse is 
very real and personal. He assured people that it’s when we 
join together to take action that we make a difference. 

When I finally met him in person in 2012 – after he returned 
to Canada following imprisonment, torture and unfair trials in 
Bahrain – he put that to me so powerfully.

Naser told of turning himself into the Bahraini authorities for 
a second time, after months in hiding. He knew he would be 
taken back into custody. But he headed off with “a smile on my 
face” – knowing that this time he was not facing his jailors and 
torturers alone, but that “Amnesty International was going in with 
me”. And he was held only a few short days that second time.

And there is Naser al-Raas, the love story. Naser and 
Zainab’s love for each other was forged amidst Bahrain’s 
energizing but dangerous 2011 “Arab Spring” protests.

TRIBUTE

REMEMBERING 
NASER AL-RAAS

Alex Neve, Secretary General of Amnesty International Canada, 
pays tribute to valiant human rights defender Naser al-Raas 
who passed away last September in Toronto, Canada.

Naser al-Raas at 
a protest event in 
Muqsha, Bahrain.  
February 2012

Their bond was strong and immediate. Zainab became a 
tireless advocate for Naser’s freedom when he was arrested 
and disappeared into Bahraini jails for a month without trace. I 
know she did not sleep until Naser safely left Bahrain months 
later; whatever time of day I sent questions or updates to her, I 
received an instantaneous response.

It was infectious to watch them begin a life together in 
Ottawa – triply so when their adorable son Hassan joined the 
family. To watch Naser’s love for Hassan and see how deeply 
Hassan adored his father, was to know the best of what it is to 
be true to those we hold dearest.

LEGACY
My own experience with Naser was shared by everyone who had 
the honour to share a piece of his life. We all talk in the same 
terms: inspiration, courage and commitment. And what a smile!

We all hoped that Naser’s trip to Toronto for tests leading 
to transplants would go well. Being Naser, we all assumed 
it would. We all feel the crushing sorrow that instead he has 
been taken away from us. It is a cruel irony that it was his 
magnificent, overflowing heart that, in the end, simply could 
not keep going.

His legacy will be immense, and will live on through 
determined activism worldwide.

I am pleased he was with us, and spoke so personally 
and eloquently, at a Parliament Hill event last May, aimed at 
pressing the Canadian government to sign a 13-year-old UN 
torture prevention treaty. How tremendous that Naser was 
in the front row when Foreign Affairs Minister Stéphane Dion 
announced that Canada would take that step.

But Naser’s own quest for justice for the torture and 
violations in Bahrain remains unfulfilled. No justice in Bahrain. 
But no progress yet in Canada, where he lodged a criminal 
complaint with the police four years ago, asking them to 
investigate and lay charges against those responsible for the 
torture he endured. That is one way we can be true to his 
legacy – by picking up his struggle for justice.

I will miss much about Naser, including the moments  
when one of my tweets would be retweeted and liked by  
@NaserAlRaas. It always made me feel like he was watching 
and approving, even during his frequent hospital stays.

So perhaps the final word lies in 120 characters or less: 
.@NaserAlRaas, you touched hearts & opened minds 
defending rights. Your work to #StopTorture will #ShineOn. 
#OurLivesAreRicher #ThankYou
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Make sure your personal pics and online 
messages don’t get into the wrong hands, and 
guard against identity theft and financial fraud.

6 REALLY PRACTICAL
WAYS TO PROTECT 
YOUR PRIVACY ONLINE

Please note! If you’re a journalist or 
activist, or if you believe you might 
be personally targeted for electronic 
surveillance, consult a digital security 
expert and do not rely on any one app  
to protect your information.

UPDATE YOUR APPS,  
COMPUTER AND PHONE
When you receive a notification to 
update software on your devices, do it 
straight away. Updates include security 
patches which close holes in the 
software that make it easy for someone 
to hack into your software – and then 
access everything on your phone or 
computer. The best thing to do is to turn 
on automatic updates for your apps and 
operating system.

1.
2.

3.

4.

5.

6.
USE STRONG PASSWORDS 
Large data breaches happen all the 
time – so, if your password is stolen and 
you use the same one for everything,  
all your other accounts will be at risk. 
Here are a few quick tips: 
• Mix lower case and upper case 

characters and include numbers  
and symbols.

• Use a passphrase which only makes 
sense to you, for example “pigeons 
go 2 school every day!!”.

• Use a password manager to generate 
strong passwords and store them  
for you.

• Choose a very strong password for 
your primary email, as it’s normally 
used to recover your other accounts 
if you forget your passwords. 

SET UP TWO-FACTOR 
AUTHENTICATION
This is an extra step to log into your 
account. For example, after entering 
your password you could be sent  
a text message on your phone with 
a six-digit code. This makes it much 
harder to access your accounts as – 
even if someone managed to steal 
your password – they would also need 
to have your phone. Many popular 
services have two-factor authentication, 
including Gmail, Facebook and Twitter. 

USE HTTPS
Links in the address bar of your browser 
start with “http” or “https”. The first 
means that the connection is open, 
so anyone who taps into your internet 
connection can see everything you’re 
writing or looking at. You can usually tell 
that you’re on a secure https site by a 
lock icon in the address bar. (If there’s  
a cross through the lock your connection 
might not be protected.) Some websites 
don’t have https at all – if your favourite 
site doesn’t, write to them and ask 
what they’re waiting for. You can also 
download HTTPS Everywhere – this is 
a browser extension that helps encrypt 
your web browsing.

CHAT ON SIGNAL
Signal Private Messenger has been 
described as the “gold standard” 
of instant messaging apps and its 
encryption technology as “best-in-
breed”. It’s developed by a non-profit 
organization and is open source, 
which means security experts can 
test it for “backdoors”. The Signal 
Protocol – which is the bit that does the 
encryption – is so well-regarded that 
WhatsApp, Facebook Messenger and 
Google Duo all use it for their end-to-end 
encryption.

MEET ON JITSI MEET
Jitsi Meet is an easy-to-use video 
conferencing service that runs in the 
browser. It’s end-to-end encrypted 
as well and you can use it for video 
conferences. It has all the regular 
features – like screen sharing, chat and  
a notepad to share notes with everyone 
in the conference call.

INSIGHT: ONLINE PRIVACY
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WHAT IT MEANS
We looked at whether these apps use end-to-end encryption – 
a way of making your photos, videos and chats unintelligible 
to anyone but you and the people you’re talking to. (We didn’t 
assess other privacy aspects of the apps or their overall 
security.)

We found that tech companies including Snapchat and 
Skype’s owner Microsoft are failing to adopt basic privacy 
protections on their instant messaging services – putting  
users’ human rights at risk.

HOW PRIVATE 
ARE YOUR FAVOURITE 
MESSAGING APPS?

We’ve ranked 11 companies that run the 
world’s most popular messaging apps on 
how well they’re using encryption to protect 
your online privacy.

JARGON  
 BUSTER
WHAT IS ENCRYPTION?
Encryption helps to stop our text 
messages, emails, phone calls and 
video chats being accessed by 
anyone we don’t want to see them. 
When encryption is in place someone 
intercepting internet communications 
would just see a long string of random 
characters.

WHAT IS END-TO-END 
ENCRYPTION?
When communications are encrypted 
a secret key is used to unscramble 
the text. Very often this key is held by 
the company that provides a service 
such as email or website hosting. But 
with end-to-end encryption you’re the 
only one who has the key – so your 
communications stay private between 
you and the people you’re talking to. 

WHY IS IT IMPORTANT?
End-to-end encryption means that 
even the company providing the 
service is not able to decrypt your 
messages or see the content. It 
recently emerged that Yahoo allowed 
US intelligence officials to scan 
hundreds of millions of Yahoo Mail 
accounts. This could easily happen 
with instant messaging too, if it’s not 
end-to-end encrypted.

Many of us trust these apps with intimate details of our 
personal life. Companies that fail to take basic steps to protect 
our communications are failing that trust. So we’re calling on 
companies to apply end-to-end encryption as a default, and to 
clearly inform users of the level of encryption applied to their 
messaging services.

 INSIGHT: ONLINE PRIVACY

Facebook 
Whatsapp 

Microsoft 
Skype 

Apple 
Imessage

Snapchat

Google Duo Viber Tencent Qq 
Messenger

Blackberry 
Messenger

Apple 
Facetime

Google 
Hangouts

Line Tencent 
Wechat

Kakao Talk

Facebook 
Messenger

Google Allo

Telegram 
Messenger

HAS END-TO-END ENCRYPTION  
AS A DEFAULT: 

HAS END-TO-END ENCRYPTION,  
BUT NOT SET AS DEFAULT: 

DOES NOT HAVE END-TO-END 
ENCRYPTION: 
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http://amn.st/60078yGdx
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Sprayers working without 
protective equipment on 
a plantation owned by 
a Wilmar supplier. They 
are filling bottles with 
undiluted chemicals for 
each worker to carry, 
without gloves or goggles. 
Name of company 
withheld for safety 

Ben & Jerry’s, Colgate, Dove, Pantene and KitKat are just 
some of the thousands of popular brands that use palm oil. But 
where does that palm oil come from?

Palm oil is a commodity in massive demand for its use in  
a wide range of basic products from ice-cream and chocolate 
to shampoo and toothpaste.

Most companies will tell you that the palm oil they use is 
“sustainable” – meaning that it is environmentally friendly and 
the workers are treated fairly.

HUMAN RIGHTS
ABUSES IN YOUR 
SHOPPING BASKET
Much of the palm oil in the products in your 
shopping basket could be tainted by human rights 
abuses – even when the label says "sustainable".

“It is difficult work because the 
target is horrifying... My feet hurt, 
my hands hurt and my back 
hurts after doing the work.”

But an Amnesty International investigation has revealed that 
some of the world’s biggest companies – including Colgate, 
Nestlé and Unilever – are contributing to child labour and 
wretched conditions for other workers on palm oil plantations.

Abuses are also taking place on plantations run by 
companies who are certified as "sustainable" – meaning  
even brands you buy marked as made with “sustainable”  
or “certified palm oil” could be tainted by human rights 
abuses.
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FOCUS: PALM OIL AND HUMAN RIGHTS
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DEMAND COMPANIES TAKE ACTION
Amnesty traced palm oil exports from Wilmar’s Indonesian 
operations to nine of the world’s biggest companies. While 
all the companies admitted they get palm oil from Wilmar, 
only two would say which products it goes into.

These companies tell their consumers they use 
“sustainable” palm oil. So why aren’t they putting more 
pressure on Wilmar to treat its workers better? None of the 
nine companies said they had ever taken action to deal 
with labour rights abuses in Wilmar’s operations.

It’s time for companies to be more transparent about 
what goes into some of the world’s most popular brands – 
and to take action when those products contain the fruits 
of human rights abuses.

IN DEMAND: THE GLOBAL PALM OIL SECTOR
THE PRICE OF PALM OIL
Global demand for palm oil makes it a lucrative business – but 
it comes at the price of workers’ misery. Amnesty investigated 
the Indonesian palm oil plantations that supply the world’s 
biggest palm oil trader, Wilmar, and found forced labour, low 
pay, exposure to toxic chemicals and discrimination against 
women – employed as casual workers, without pensions and 
medical insurance. 

To meet the food and household sectors’ hunger for a 
cheap and versatile crop that can be used to manufacture 
anything, workers are pressurized and threatened to work  
ever-longer hours, doing physically demanding tasks such  
as manually cutting fruit from trees 20m tall.

To get paid, workers have to cut, carry, spray and collect 
large numbers of palm fruits to meet ridiculously high targets. 
This can leave them in significant physical pain – and they also 
face a range of penalties for things like not picking up palm 
fruits from the ground and picking unripe fruit. 

AS YOUNG AS EIGHT
Children as young as eight are doing hazardous, hard physical 
work on palm oil plantations. This is because palm oil workers 
have to meet such gruelling targets to get paid enough to live 
on, many bring their families with them to help.

Most of the children help their parents in the afternoons, 
after attending school, and on weekends and holidays. Some 
have dropped out of school to help their parents and work all 
day, picking up and carrying palm fruits.

The children work without any safety equipment, in an 
environment full of hazards including falling branches and 
exposure to dangerous chemicals.

The physically demanding and tiring work can injure young 
children. They carry heavy sacks of palm fruit that can weigh 
from 12 to 25kg. They manoeuvre wheelbarrows heavy with 
fruit over narrow bridges.

Life for a palm oil worker can go from bad to worse if they 
are exposed to the toxic pesticides and fertilizers used to 
maintain the lucrative palm fruit plants.

Workers who spray toxic chemicals suffer vomiting, stomach 
pain and nails falling off their fingers. Worse still, the faulty 
equipment they use means the chemicals can spill on their 
hands and backs on a regular basis – resulting in severe injuries. 

One worker, Yohanna, was splashed in the face with toxic 
fertilizer while trying to load a spraying tank on her bike. The 
accident caused permanent nerve damage, blindness in one 
eye, dizziness and headaches.

The fertilizers and pesticides cause so much damage 
because they contain paraquat, a toxic chemical banned in the 
European Union (EU). Wilmar says it phased out paraquat in 
2012, but workers on the plantation are still using it, with tragic 
consequences.

A worker unloads 
palm fruit at a palm 
oil plantation in Peat 
Jaya, Jambi province 
on the Indonesian 
island of Sumatra. 
September 2015

Palm oil workers  
in Indonesia have  
to meet gruelling 
targets

 “I don’t go to school. I carry the sack with the  
loose fruit by myself... It is difficult to carry it, it  
is heavy... My hands hurt and my body aches.”
10-year-old boy who dropped out  
of school to help his father

50%
of all food and consumer 
products contain palm oil

61

 €3.4 billion
value of 2014 palm oil imports 
by the EU, the world's 2nd 
biggest consumer

million 
tonnes

of palm oil consumed 
in 2015 
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FIND OUT MORE
http://bit.ly/2gJcKYs
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2016 – 
NOT AS BAD AS 
YOU THOUGHT

And in a year of so many uncertainties, there was one thing 
we could be certain about: outrage is not enough. Change 
happens when we take action together.

Here’s just a snapshot of the many ways you helped 
change lives in 2016 – in every region of the world.

It seems like wherever you look, people have written 
2016 off as a terrible year. But was it really?

ALBERT WOODFOX,  
USA
Finally released in February 2016 – 
having spent 43 years and 10 months in 
solitary confinement in a Louisiana state 
prison. “I can’t emphasise enough how 
important getting letters from people 
around the world is,” said Albert. “It 
gave me a sense of worth. It gave me 
strength – convinced me that what I was 
doing was right.” 

MAHMOUD HUSSEIN,  
EGYPT
Released in March. The 20-year-old 
student spent more than two years 
behind bars after being arrested at the 
age of 18 for wearing an anti-torture 
T-shirt. 145,000 people took action for 
his release worldwide as part of our Stop 
Torture campaign.

IMPACT
PHYOE PHYOE AUNG,  
MYANMAR
Walked free in April 2016. Amnesty 
supporters across the world wrote more 
than 394,000 letters, emails, tweets and 
more for her as part of our annual Write 
for Rights campaign. She was released 
along with scores of student protesters. 
“Thank you very much each and every 
one of you,” she wrote in a recent letter 
to supporters. “Not just for campaigning 
for my release, but for helping to keep 
our hope and our beliefs alive.” 

There’s no denying 2016 had more than its fair share of 
setbacks – but thanks to you, we’ve found a lot to be positive 
about, too.

This year, you helped us free more than 600 people – 
that’s nearly two people every day – from unfair and often 
abusive imprisonment. Together, we helped change laws in 40 
countries. We brought sports governing bodies to account and 
helped convict war criminals.

“I am so grateful to you, the Amnesty activists, who 
launched campaigns to support me... That gave me such 
hope and I felt really supported – as even though I was 
locked away from people, in a graveyard for the living,  
I was still alive in other people’s minds,” 

he wrote in an email to Amnesty supporters in October.
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NORWAY AND DENMARK – 
HISTORIC BREAKTHROUGH FOR 
TRANSGENDER RIGHTS
In June, Norway passed a new law that 
gives transgender people access to legal 
gender recognition through a quick, 
accessible and transparent procedure. 
Crucially, it allows individuals to self-
determine their gender and do away with 
Norway’s shameful legacy of compulsory 
requirements that are discriminatory 
and violate a range of human rights. In 
May, Denmark’s parliament adopted a 
decision to stop classifying transgender 
identities as mental disorders.

POLAND – WOMEN FORCE U-TURN 
ON PROPOSED ABORTION BAN 
Women and girls flooded the streets 
in unprecedented numbers in October 
to protest against a proposed ban 
on Poland’s already highly restrictive 
abortion law. Women went on strike 
to show their collective fury at the 
proposals, and thousands of people, 
including Amnesty supporters, sent 
through messages of solidarity. 
Ultimately, the government backed 
down – a historic victory for women’s 
rights in the country. 

WORLD FOOTBALL AUTHORITY 
BOWS TO PRESSURE
In March, we exposed the exploitation 
of migrant workers building a stadium 
for the 2022 World Cup football site in 
Qatar. Our investigation – combined 
with the actions of our supporters – 
provoked reactions from the Qatar 
authorities, construction companies and 
football’s global governing body, FIFA. 
Two companies returned passports to 
workers. One company at the centre 
of the allegations was suspended from 
World Cup projects for six months. 
Although not even a target of the 
report, the International Association 
of Athletics Federations – which will 
use Qatar sports facilities for its World 
Championship in 2019 – said it would 
look at the issues we raised. FIFA said it 
would set up an independent committee 
to monitor conditions at 2022 World 
Cup venues.

CHAD WAR CRIMINAL  
CONVICTED
In a landmark ruling for international 
justice, former president Hissène Habré 
was sentenced to life on 30 May for 
crimes against humanity, war crimes 
and torture committed in Chad between 
1982 and 1990. Among other evidence, 
the prosecution relied on Amnesty 
reports dating from the 1980s, as well 
as the expert testimony of a former 
Amnesty staff member. 

IRANIAN TEEN SPARED  
EXECUTION
Alireza Tajiki was saved from the gallows 
thanks to a global outcry against his 
imminent execution. He was scheduled 
to hang on 15 May 2016, but with 
Amnesty staff lobbying hard and activists 
tweeting the authorities to #SaveAlireza, 
the execution was called off. Alireza is 
not safe yet – we are now calling on Iran 
to quash his death sentence.

MALAWI: NEW LAW PROTECTS 
PEOPLE WITH ALBINISM
More than 225,000 people signed our 
petition calling on Malawi’s authorities to 
stop the killing of people with albinism. 
Thanks to this global pressure, in 
September Malawi changed two laws 
that help protect people with albinism 
from violence and murder. Today, 
anyone caught with the bones or body 
parts of a person with albinism faces  
life in jail.
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Ten years ago I arrived in Mexico for the first time. A heavy 
backpack strapped around my waist, I toddled over a large, 
concrete bridge that divides Mexico and Guatemala. 

When I crossed the border, a man with his shirt unbuttoned 
down to his belly and sweat pouring down his chest took my 
passport, glanced at it for no more than two seconds, then 
stamped it with a smile and cheerily barked to me: “Welcome 
to Mexico.” 

My entry into Mexico couldn’t have been easier, because 
I’m from Australia and don’t need a visa. But for hundreds 
of thousands of men, women, children and entire families 
fleeing violence and crossing Mexico’s southern border from 
some of the most dangerous corners of the world, it is a very 
different story. 

Instead of a smile, they will face unfounded suspicion, fear, 
prejudice and even hate. 

Knowing full well the likelihood of being denied entrance 
and, instead, facing possible deportation to the war-like horrors 
and violence in Honduras and El Salvador, many are effectively 
forced to enter clandestinely. 

HUMANITARIAN CRISIS
Ten years after I used this border crossing for the first time, 
I came back as part of an international observation mission 
and met dozens of people whose lives have been turned 
upside down.

We spoke to a man in a wheelchair, who had lost both of 
his legs when he fell off the freight train dubbed “The Beast” 
that migrants and asylum-seekers travel on top of to get 
through Mexico. He was taken to a hospital in Mexico, which 
then referred him to Mexican migration authorities. He told 
us that the migration authorities ignored his request to lodge 
an asylum claim and deported him back to Honduras straight 
away. He said he spent just four days there – fearing for his 
life – and then came back to Mexico immediately. He had still 
been unable to lodge an asylum claim given his fear of being 
detained. 

Some 400,000 people are estimated to be crossing 
Mexico´s southern border every year. Many of these are in 
need of international protection, and the United Nations High 
Commissioner for Refugees has called on governments in the 
region to recognize the humanitarian crisis affecting the Central 
American countries of El Salvador, Honduras and Guatemala.

River crossing between Mexico and Guatemala. 
Those with visas cross the bridge, and those 
without visas – including people fleeing violence 
from Central America – have to take a makeshift 
tyre raft
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LOOKING INTO THE EYES  
OF CENTRAL AMERICAN 

REFUGEES

CAMPAIGN: REFUGEES

For people fleeing some of the world’s deadliest places, 
Mexico’s traditional hospitality and compassion has been 

replaced with detentions and deportations, says Madeleine 
Penman, Amnesty’s researcher on the country.
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DEADLIEST PLACES
Our very own research has shown how the generalized 
violence in El Salvador and Honduras makes them some of the 
deadliest places on the planet.

I spoke to a young fisherman from El Salvador who had fled 
his country with more than 30 members of his family because 
the extortions and war taxes that criminal gangs imposed on 
them at home – and impose on entire industries in El Salvador 
in order to let them operate – made living there impossible. 
Saying no to gangs (“maras”) often means a death sentence. 

Mexico has a history of receiving people fleeing violence 
and showing solidarity and hospitality to those in need of 
protection. In the 1980s, tens of thousands of Guatemalans 
fled civil war and came as refugees to Mexico. Thirty years 
later, Mexico seems to be forgetting this welcoming face.

DETENTIONS AND DEPORTATIONS
The increase in checkpoints and security has resulted in a 
spike in detentions and deportations of Central American 
people from Mexico – in many cases returning people to 
threats, attacks and even killings.

Of all the checkpoints I passed through, one of them stood 
out in particular. It was a special customs control centre that 
dominated the highway like an enormous spaceship, airport, 
or prison. It had federal police officers, an army barracks, 
customs, bright lights, watch towers, and an incredible amount 
of infrastructure. 

The problem with this focus on detentions, enforcement, 
security and deportations is that many people who are in 
danger, and should be recognized as refugees, are not being 
identified by Mexican migration agents. 

Under international and domestic law, migration agents are 
obliged to refer anyone who expresses a fear of returning to 
their countries to Mexico´s refugee agency, Comisión Mexicana 
de Ayuda a Refugiados or COMAR. However, the vast majority 
of people are detained and returned to their countries with 
their fears being overlooked. 

On mission – well after we crossed the border and were 
inside Mexican territory, in a stretch of just 200km along the 
coast of the southern state of Chiapas – we went through seven 
migratory control checkpoints that at times included military 
personnel, federal police and many migration agents, ready to 
detain anyone without papers.

Mexico has invested significant resources in enforcement 
and security along its southern border in recent years. Some 
of this money comes from US government funding from the 
Mérida Initiative, an extensive security assistance package. 

Why is this so? Do authorities really think that traumatized 
people fleeing their countries are such a threat? Are they 
hearing their stories?

I met a woman who told me that in Honduras, as a woman, 
she couldn’t wear skirts or tights, she couldn’t dye her hair, she 
could barely do anything without gangs threatening her. She 
spoke to me on the side of the road, with no money, waiting 
to move to find transport that could take her to a safer place. 
Others from El Salvador told me that just transiting between 
one neighbourhood and another puts you at risk, as gangs 
would suspect you as a possible rival.

We are living in a time of extreme hate and fear. Unless we 
listen to people’s stories and act, our societies and policies 
will continue to create walls of prejudice rather than bridges of 
protection and justice. After this trip along Mexico’s southern 
border, more than ever I pledge to welcome refugees, in my 
heart and in my society. I hope you can look into their eyes and 
welcome them too. 

TAKE ACTION
Speak out for refugees’ rights:
http://bit.ly/1UBZsOw
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One of the routes that 
migrants and asylum 
seekers are forced to 
take through Mexico 
includes travelling on 
top of these freight 
trains and risking their 
lives

Border control 
checkpoint in Huixtla, 
Chiapas
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UNDERSTANDING 
THE ‘I’ IN LGBTI

    60-SECOND INTERVIEW

What does it mean to be intersex? 
Intersex is an umbrella term for a broad group of people who 
have sex characteristics falling outside typical male or female 
“norms”. These can include primary characteristics such as 
genitalia, reproductive systems, and sex chromosomes, or 
secondary characteristics, which become apparent at puberty. 
Being intersex is about biological features and not gender 
identity per se. It’s not about sexual orientation either. 

When did you find out that you are intersex?
I was 13 and I freaked out. There can be a lot of secrecy and 
stigma related to being intersex and it had been kept from me. 
But when my cousin – who is intersex – was born a couple 
of years later, my family didn’t keep it a secret and it was a 
healing process for all of us. At 19, I started talking about it 
more. Now it’s just a part of me. 

What human rights issues do intersex people face?
To “normalize” people so that they fit into a traditional male 
or female appearance, medical interventions are carried 
out on some very young children – mostly on cosmetic or 

social grounds to make their genitalia appear normative, and 
before the child can voice their opinion about this. Generally 
interventions take place with parents’ consent, but information 
given to parents is usually questionable and treatments may 
have long-term health consequences. Children should have 
the right to make such major choices about their own bodies 
themselves.

What changes do you want to see?
An end to all medically unnecessary interventions on 
children based on cosmetic or social grounds, education 
and awareness to overcome stigma, and more psychological 
support for parents, so that intersex children do not feel 
isolated. The problem isn’t with intersex kids – it’s with society 
expecting them to conform to their ideals. Despite some 
positive developments, there is still work to do. 

Many of us are familiar with the terms lesbian, gay, bisexual and 
transgender – but what does intersex mean? Many people couldn’t tell 
you, or say what issues intersex people face. Leading intersex activist 
Kitty Anderson can tell us more about the “I” in LGBTI.

Kitty Anderson in 
London. October 2016

Filming the Facebook 
Live event, London. 
November 2016
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We live in a time when xenophobia and hate crimes are on 
the rise – but these poisonous views aren’t universal. Because 
when we come face-to-face with our fellow human beings, 
many of us will go to great lengths to help them. 

This is what Amnesty’s unique “I Welcome” social 
experiment in November 2016 was all about: looking at the 
global refugee crisis from a deeply personal perspective and 
connecting with people who need solidarity.

REFUGEES

EYE TO EYE WITH A STRANGER,
WHAT DO YOU SEE?

Based on a social theory that four minutes of eye contact 
can create a close bond between two strangers, refugees from 
countries including Syria, Honduras, Somalia and Pakistan 
stared into the eyes of locals during a live broadcast from 
Sydney, Nairobi, London and Mexico City.

The experiment follows the success of the Look Beyond 
Borders video (see http://bit.ly/1YVNoa4) from Amnesty 
International Poland and Polish ad agency DDB&Tribal, viewed 
more than 200 million times since its launch last May.
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 ‘IN MY DARK CELL,  
I NEVER FELT ALONE  
OR FORGOTTEN.  
I KNEW THAT AMNESTY 
MEMBERS WERE  
SPEAKING FOR ME’
Ahmed Abdullah, released prisoner  
of conscience, Egypt


