WTB Second International Fundraising Dinner  Sun., March 28, 2004

To reserve tickets put a check for $10 per ticket in the mail to WTB Treasurer Molly King, 6968 Colonial Dr., Fayetteville, NY 13066

WTB March Meeting

March 7, 2004 at Jowonio School

Forty women attended the March meeting at Jowonio School. (see announcements later)

Re: Program on Civil Liberties


Betsy Wiggins, WTB co-chair, reminded the group that a year ago federal agents raided about 150 Muslim homes locally as she introduced the program on civil liberties. First to speak -- Magda Bayoumi, WTB Council member and one of the subjects of the February 2003 raids.

Concerns after the federal raids  


Magda said during the interrogations the FBI agents asked Muslims about  their faith and how they practiced it—questions she thought inappropriate. While she said the agents said they weren’t targeting Muslims, “As a Muslim I know I was targeted. The only reason I was targeted is because I was a Muslim.”  

Magda also noted wryly that when the federal agents came to her home they asked for her husband, when in fact she was the one active with “Help the Needy”: “I signed every check, I drove my car to the banquet. My husband didn’t know anything about what I’m doing. But they came to ask for him.  They think the Muslim men are the terrorists and women are backwards!”

Magda said “Help the Needy,” the local non-profit agency that is accused of violating sanctions by sending money to Iraq, only gave food and aid to children and the hungry in Iraq.  She says the federal government is trying to link it to other terrorist groups but so far hasn't been able to prove any such links. “But they keep looking and trying to make it sound like it is linked to terrorism,” she said.

Magda knows well Dr. Rafil Dhafir, who has been incarcerated for more than a year as a result of these raids.  She says he is well-regarded in the Muslim community.  Local  Muslims have worked hard to get him released on bail, but judges have refused his bail request repeatedly.  She noted several of his patients have come forward to speak of his care and compassion as their physician.  Magda added that he worked with cancer patients, and is married to an African-American woman for the last 25 years. He has been in the U.S. for 27 years. “One of his patients said, ‘would it take someone 27 years in this country to become a terrorist?’ Magda asked. She wonders how others who have been accused of crimes aren’t held in jail. “We’re talking about different treatment to different people…the reason is because the doctor is Muslim.”

Magda said Dr. Dhafir is now held in the Jamesville Penitentiary. In order to meet face-to-face with his attorney he has to be strip-searched, a very humiliating process. He refuses to subject himself to that, so he and the lawyer speak via phone with a glass separating them.  “They are trying very hard to kill every chance for him to survive,” she said. 

ACLU bemoans lack of civil rights

Magda co-chairs the local Bill of Rights Defense Campaign, a program of the ACLU. She then introduced Barrie Gewanter, executive director of the ACLU for this region. 

ACLU bemoans eroding of civil rights

The theme of Barrie’s presentation can be summed up in her statement:  “the Bill of Rights is slowly being shredded through actions of our own government.” The ACLU is a national organization fighting since the 1920s to protect the Bill of Rights and the U. S. Constitution. 

Barrie confirmed that Magda’s examples of  targeting of  local Muslims are not unusual. The ACLU has found that nationwide federal authorities “are enforcing the law with more zealousness against Muslims… the government is targeting Muslims in the nation of national security.” She said federal authorities are using a “dragnet” approach of raids and interrogations around the country. Barrie said generally authorities should have some suspicion before they interrogate someone, but in these recent cases, “ that the authorities don’t  have a suspicion that any of the families had anything to do with terrorism and crime.” She said the approach is much broader than it needs to be. As a comparison, she noted that the greatest previous  terrorist incident in the U.S. occurred with the bombing of the federal building in Oklahoma City. While it was done by a white man from upstate New York,  ex-military, raised Catholic, the authorities then didn’t target all white Roman Catholic men in Upstate! She said the national ACLU will soon be publishing a report on racial profiling. 


Barrie then explained the highlights of the Patriot Act that passed in September, 2001, with unusual speed – only 45 days after September 11.  She believes the Act is too broad in what it allows and that it unfairly harms civil liberties. Key points she outlined:


+It amends 25 different laws in 10 sections totaling 342 pates.  It gives government enhanced surveillance powers and abilities to detain non-citizens. It’s very complicated and complex.

+The Patriot Ac made what Barrie called “radical” changes to the rights of free speech,  privacy, the accused, and  guarantees of Equal Protection.

+It passed at a scary and difficult time amidst the anthrax scare when many Congress members didn’t have access to their offices. Few had read it. The Senate didn’t debate it and passed it with one dissent. The House came up with a compromise bill but the leadership substituted the Bush-administration written Senate bill the night before and the House passed that with only 66 dissents.  “Most didn’t know what they were passing because of the pressure,” Barrie explained.  


+The Act created a new definition for terrorism to include domestic terrorism. She handed out one of the legal definitions and explained that people who protest or dissent could now be investigated, arrested and interrogated as domestic terrorists. She noted that the recent peace rally in Syracuse that spilled over into the streets might have met the criteria for “domestic terrorism.” She finds the definition is so broad that it could cover groups across the spectrum from Greenpeace to Operation Rescue. 


+The guidelines for domestic spying are changed from “evidence that criminal activity is ongoing” to ability for the FBI to surveil social, political or religious groups 

“if an investigatory opportunity would be lost.”

+The roles of the secret “FISA court” are expanded from oversight of spies to criminal investigations of terrorist activities. The standard of “probable cause” to get a warrant has been made easier with a lesser standard of  merely “relevant” to an investigation. She added that the court has never rejected a warrant request since 1978 and has only modified a warrant five times. Since the Patriot Act the number of requests for such warrants has doubled.  The person served with the warrant can’t talk about it, so for example if a librarian is given a search warrant for a person’s  library records the librarian can’t tell anyone about it and if s/he does, s/he is subject to a felony.  “You have secrecy on top of secrecy,” Barrie said. 

What women can do


What can we do? Barrie suggested that WTB members who are concerned join the  ACLU Bill of Rights campaign.  Its three goals: 1): to educate public about Patriot Act,  2)to mobilize the public to speak out about their concerns and 3) to promote legislative resolutions that would counter the erosion of civil liberties. She noted the Syracuse Common Council passed a resolution, and other local groups (Peace Council, People for the Ethical Treatment of Animals, the CNY Labor Federation, the American Muslim Council) have endorsed the campaign goals. She urged WTB to do so as well. 

For the ACLU’s summary and analysis of the Patriot Act, see: http://www.aclu.org/SafeandFree/SafeandFree.cfm?ID=12126&c=207
Prison conditions a civil rights issue 


Kathleen Rumpf then spoke about the horrific conditions that prisoners face in our nation’s jails and prisons. A local jail ministry worker, Kathleen has been working for years as a human rights activist and an anti-nuke activist. Authorities have arrested her more than 100 times and she has spent many months in prison for her “act of conscience” activities.
 


“I have so many stories…real pain and suffering,” she said. “We don’t see these stories.” 

“People being brutalized in prison,” she said. “The environment fosters so much negativity and abuse. Jailers are placed in a horrible circumstances.”  


Her last prison stint came after a protest at the School of the Americas in Georgia, a U.S. facility that trains military from other countries. Authorities charged her with destruction of government property. She received a sentence of a year in prison and asked to go as the poor go, so she was transported for four months through many prisons. These months included more than 60 strip searches (which are sometimes assaults) , middle-of-the night departures and exhausting travel. She finally arrived at a in a maximum security prison in Texas served the rest of her sentence.  “I am classified as a domestic terrorist,” she said.


What she saw in this journey was, she said, “unbelievable.”  She saw 14 women die in the 10 months she was in the Texas prison. “A lot of women were sick. If you got a lump in your breast you were told it was a pulled muscle...many women weren’t  diagnosed until later stages.”  She told the story of a  Jamaican woman, Shirley, who came in to the prison health and then “deteriorated right before my eyes.”   Shirley contracted  some type of upper respiratory condition. One night Kathleen heard her  begging the guard for help.  Shirley died the next day.  She said another prisoner, upon release, immediately got admitted to a hospital where physicians had to amputate her leg because it had not been treated properly in prison. 


Several years ago, Kathleen was the first to document the practice of shackling of prisoner in Syracuse’s Public Safety Building. She explained how long it took her to get people to believe it was really happening.  Her research, along with the advocacy of Physicians for Human Rights and a 60 Minutes expose, ended the practice and a new jail has been built. 


“They don’t care…prison is a business..it’s all about money.” 


She said she believes many of the women she met in prison don’t belong there.
Kathleen said she was going to be held in prison for two more years (at a cost, she said, of $200,000 to taxpayers) for not paying her fines when actor Martin Sheen paid her way out.

Kathleen concluded by saying that work with prisoners is “the most neglected work of mercy.” She says in doing work with jail ministry she believes people learn about their “own ignorance, prejudices and hardness of hearts….It is we who are saved. “

Questions and answers

In the question section after the meeting, one woman asked “what can we do?”  Barrie urged her to get involved and speak out.  “When I speak about the poor – [elected officials say] it’s just ‘those radicals,’” she said. “Go up and speak in front of the legislators. They don’t expect regular people to speak out against injustice. If you have been affected by this, then speak to your legislators. “

Women were also encouraged to support the local jail ministry that trains people to go visit in the jail. Another woman suggested that each women copy these notes and send them to five other women, with personal comments about her concern. 


Contacts for the speakers: magda42@aol.com, cnynyclu@aol.com,  kathleenrumpf@aol.com.

re: Upcoming Events/Ways to be Involved

1. WTB Second International Dinner


Sunday, March 28 at 5 p.m. is the place to be!  It’s the WTB second annual International Fund-Raising Dinner at Temple Society of Concord (910 Madison Ave.). 

We’re expecting 240 women!


The focus again is literacy.  A representative from IBTIDA will be on hand to tell us the latest about the school WTB has helped build.  Also women will have a chance to hear from local literacy workers about the needs for people to learn to read right here in Syracuse. 


In addition to meeting women of many cultures, the great homemade food should be an enticement to come. Muslim and Jewish women  are donating the meat dishes, Hindu and Buddhist women are preparing vegetables, salads. Christians are donating desserts and assorted breads.  

Temple Society of Concord is graciously hosting us and providing beverages, facilities, and much more!  To express our appreciation to the Sisterhood, please bring to the dinner a canned good for its food pantry.

Child care for children ages 3-8 is available but by reservation only to Danya Wellmon, wellmond@msn.com. Parents are asked to bring a snack for the children. Police and security will be assisting in parking but carpooling is recommended!

Those who are willing to help with set up, staffing the ticket table and many other needs can contact Betsy Wiggins, at 446 1694 or bwiggins@twcny.rr.com

2. WTB Getting to Know You events


Gay Montague announced the Service Committee is scheduling three events -- small group gatherings for women to get to know each other.  Upcoming dates are March 26, April 14 and April 25.  If interested, get in contact with Gay at 457- 6434 or graceofsummer@yahoo.com. 

3. Upcoming WTB  meetings 

No meeting due to International Dinner in late March. 

May meeting is May 16 at 3 p.m. at Jowonio. The discussion will focus on the French proposal to ban the wearing of religious symbols in schools.

4. WTB Leadership


It’s nominations time. Many of our leaders have served two years and are ready to rotate off. If you’re interested in shaping WTB for the future, please contact Ruth Colvin, head of the Nominations Committee: ruthcolvin@aol.com (note: she’s out traveling for two weeks)

Other events of interest:

March 11 - Cortland Human Rights Center is being organized. Meeting is March 11 at  5 p.m. at the  Workers Rights Board, 26 Court Street. 

March 19 - “Women Empowering Women,” special service March 19 by  Women of Reformed Judaism at Temple Society of Concord. WTB leaders  will speak. 7:30 p.m. Open to men and women.   

April 1 & 2 - Drawing a Line in the Water: Religious Boundaries in South Asia. An academic conference,  April 1-2 on the S-U campus. For more information contact  Susan Wadley, sswadley@syr.edu. 

March and April - Free health seminars sponsored by University Hospital Healthlink. Covers topics such as diet, exercise. See http://www.upstate.edu/healthlink/programs.shtml 

June 8 - ACLU speaker Abdeen Jabara,  a civil rights attorney, will  speak about repression and surveillance on the Muslim American community. 

Notes taken by Barbara Fought

