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Challenges to human rights are becoming a major stress to the wellbeing of society. While less-developed nations have long been targets for criticism, human rights abuses perpetrated by wealthy nations have become increasingly obvious. Science has the potential to bring people together, and the pursuit of human rights issues by scientists is now gaining momentum. I am honored to participate in the Bridges Dialogues towards a Culture of Peace Program hosted the through the International Peace Foundation here in Thailand. I will begin my talk with my own story for becoming involved in human rights issues, and I will tell you about the Committee for Human Rights [CHR] of the US National Academy of Sciences [NAS].

On January 1 of this year I became chair of the Committee on Human Rights of the National Academy of Sciences [including the original NAS and the,National Academy of Engineering and the Institute of Medicine].  I have succeeded Torsten Wiesel, President emeritus of The Rockefeller University and 1982 Nobel laureate in Medicine  Torsten chaired the Committee for ten years and I had long admired its work.  After receiving the Nobel prize, I decided to use the honor and notoriety it has brought me to help less fortunate colleagues around the world, much as Torsten had done before me.

Beginnings

The Committee was created by the members of the NAS in 1976, when colleagues in Latin America were being locked up, tortured, and made to “disappear” and those in the Soviet Union were being sent to the Gulag.  The committee focused on colleagues who were subjected to repression solely for having exercised those rights promulgated by the Universal Declaration of Human Rights.  It began with a handful of cases, a narrow focus, a volunteer staff, and an almost non-existent budget.

Over the years the Committee has grown.  Its caseload has exploded.  And its focus has been somewhat broadened to include occasional science and human rights issues such as better detection and clearing of anti-personnel land mines; the health hazards of female genital mutilation; the need to respect human rights while responding to terrorism; and the importance of protecting scientific communication from political manipulation.

In the early 1990’s the Institute of Medicine and the Academy of Engineering joined forces with the committee.  We now have a full-time, paid staff, and more than 1,600 members of the academies who actively support its work as “Correspondents.”  Our budget is now about half a million dollars a year.

Operations
The committee does not accept government funds so we rely on private foundations, individual philanthropists, and the academies themselves for financial support.  It’s tough to raise that much money.  And we don’t always succeed.

We undertake our cases only after careful, through research and after we determine that an individual is unjustly detained or imprisoned for exercising his or her basic human rights.  They cannot have advocated or practiced violence.  Our interventions are generally low-key and always polite, though firm and persistent.

We also defend colleagues who receive death threats.  We urge just prosecution when colleagues are killed for political reasons.  And, of late, we have begun investigating cases in the United States when it appears that colleagues, irregardless of guilt or innocence, are not being treated justly and in accordance with the Bill of Rights.

Since the committee’s creation in 1976, the cases of more than 670 colleagues in 65 countries have been successfully resolved.  When it undertakes a case, the committee persists until it is successfully resolved.  In the last few months, we were gratified by the release from prison of colleagues in Cuba, China, Laos, and Vietnam.

Selected Cases followed by CHR

Laos
For example, Mr. Latsami, an economist and former minister in Laos, was imprisoned for 14 years for criticizing the government’s economic policies.  Our committee was steadfast in its interventions and became increasingly determined after his cellmate, another former minister, died in his cell from lack of medical care and poor prison conditions.  

Over the years, we took many actions including staying in touch with Mr. Latsami’s family in France, petitioning through UNESCO for his release, regularly calling on the Laotian government to free him, and asking our 1,600 correspondents to write individual appeals on the letterheads of their institutions.  He was released in December and has gone to France for medical treatment.  His family just sent us photos of their joyful reunion. 

China

In March of last year, a physicist and democracy advocate, Wang Youcai, was released from a Chinese prison on medical parole because of a serious heart ailment, after serving half of an 11-year sentence for trying to peacefully register the opposition China Democracy Party.  He immediately was flown to the United States for treatment. 

Guatemala

In other examples, on the other side of the globe, last year the Supreme Court in Guatemala ruled to uphold the murder conviction of a colonel in the National Guard and confirmed his 30-year sentence.  He was identified as an “intellectual author” of the 1990 murder of Guatemalan anthropologist Myrna Mack.  Myrna Mack was stabbed repeatedly outside her office at the Social Sciences Research Center after publishing a book with Georgetown University on the desperate plight of the indigenous peoples in Guatemala.  The CHR sent several missions to Guatemala following the murder, including trial observers, and it issued reports on the case in 1992, 1998, and 2003.

We remain greatly concerned about the safety of Myrna Mack’s sister, Helen—who was pivotal in ensuring that the case moved forward in the Guatemalan courts—as well as about scientific colleagues receiving death threats at the center where Myrna Mack was a researcher.  The committee has several times arranged for endangered colleagues, or indeed those who have been tortured and survived, to come to the United States or elsewhere for a respite or to seek political asylum.  

Cuba

Cuban economist Oscar Manuel Espinosa Chepe was unexpectedly granted medical parole and released from prison on his 64th birthday on November 29, 2004, after serving just over 19 months of a 20-year prison sentence. In a letter to our Committee, Mr. Espinosa explained that his release is conditional “until my health improves.” He went on to say that:

It has been an honor and a privilege to receive the support and follow up during my imprisonment of you and the outstanding scientists which you represent, and I assure you that no words are enough to express my gratitude. … I am convinced that you have contributed in a very decisive manner to my release. … All the best to the members of your Committee, the members of the Academies and the International Network
Mr. Espinosa’s sentence remains pending, and he has been warned by the Cuban authorities that he will be returned to prison if he repeats the “crimes” for which he was found guilty.

[He was one of a group of approximately 75 dissidents arrested and brought to trial in March and April 2003 in a major crackdown by the Cuban government. He was charged with “activities against the integrity and sovereignty of the State” for allegedly receiving money from abroad and collecting press clippings about meetings between representatives of the United States and Cuban dissidents. Following a summary trial of only a few hours that failed to meet international fair trial standards in numerous substantive ways, he was convicted on April 3, 2003.  We will, of course, continue to monitor his case.]

Turkey
In April a Turkish court acquitted Alp Ayan, a psychiatrist who treats torture victims, but, because he still faces two other trials, we have nominated him for a Scholars at Risk Fellowship at Harvard to give him a respite from this ordeal and to facilitate contact with other academics in his field.

United States

As I mentioned earlier, the Committee has, of late, begun to investigate cases in the U.S.

We are increasingly concerned about unjust treatment of detainees and prisoners and the torture, mistreatment, and denial of basic rights to U.S. held detainees imprisoned outside the United States.  

As we all know, torture is illegal and cannot be justified under any circumstances.  Treatment of prisoners at the Abu Ghraib, at Guantanamo Bay, and at U.S. run prisons in Afghanistan have violated the U.N. Convention against Torture.  It violates the Geneva Conventions.  It produces terrible short and long-term physical and mental wounds.  In my view, such behavior has caused enormous damage to international security, made prisoners the world over more vulnerable to abuse, and undermined international human rights standards.  And, of course, we must not send prisoners to other countries where there is a possibility that they will be tortured there.

International Human Rights Network of Academies and Scholarly Societies

The committee is also secretariat for the International Human Rights Network of Academies and Scholarly Societies (Network).  Created in 1993, the Network now has about 70 affiliated counterpart academies and scholarly societies worldwide. 

Like the committee, this Network addresses grave issues of science and human rights, particularly the unjust detention or imprisonment of colleagues throughout the world.  It also promotes human rights consciousness-raising and institutional commitment to human rights work.  More than a dozen academies have now created their own human rights committees, along the lines of our won.  The Network has defended academies and universities whose independence has been threatened or that have faced other such difficulties, such as those in Argentina during the “dirty war,” Bosnia, Serbia, Kosovo, in the 1990’s, and in Palestine.  Each academy acts independently and in accordance with its own comfort level, although we steadily encourage them to be active. Many are responding to Action Alerts by writing appeals and inquiries from their academies or from their human rights committees, if such committees have been created.  

Affiliated academies keep the Network secretariat informed about their interventions and send us information on new cases and issues of concern to be investigated and considered for action. One day, perhaps, the Network will speak with one powerful voice on science, scholarship, and human rights issues.  

Biennial Meeting

The next biennial meeting of the Network is being hosted by the Royal Society of London in May 2005.  In addition to regional group sessions, and an all day workshop, the Network is holding a symposium titled “Scientists, Human Rights, and Prospects for the Future.”

[Speakers will include Baroness (O’Nora ) O’Neill, President-elect of the British Academy; Dr. Pieter van Dijk, State Councillor of the Netherlands Council of State; Sir Nigel Rodley, Expert Member of the United National Human Rights Committee; Professor Upendra Baxi, School of Law, University of Warwick; Dr. Gregg Bloche, Professor of Law, Georgetown University; Jerusalem; and Professor Menahem Yaari; President Israel Academy of Sciences and Humanities; and Lord (Ralf) Dahrendorf, of the House of Lords.  A Max Perutz memorial lecture will be held in the evening with Sir John Meurig Thomas, Director Emeritus and Professorial Research Fellow, Royal Institution, talking about his memories of Dr. Perutz and Professor Sari Nusseibeh, President of Al-Quds University in Jerusalem, will give the lecture, titled:  “The Archemidean Lever:  Right in the Face of Might.”]   

Tom Butler – A personal case

I want to end my talk with an ironic story about the U.S. Department of Justice.  The U.S. government is spending billions of dollars on “homeland security” and is acutely in need of a better understanding of communicable diseases in preventing bioterrorism.  Ironically, one of our leading authorities on such diseases is locked up in the Fort Worth Federal Medical Center Prison serving a two year sentence.

Prisoner number 5:03-CR-003 7-C is Thomas Butler, a 62-year-old U.S. medical doctor, decorated Vietnam war veteran, and former tenured professor at Texas Tech University’s Health Sciences Center.  

I want to tell you about Dr. Butler’s case, not as chair of the Committee on Human Rights, but in my personal capacity as a concerned human being and because we are talking about human rights and because he was my attending physician when I was in medical school.  He is a colleague and a friend, caught up in a Kafkaesque nightmare created by our Department of Justice and exacerbated by hubris, probably on the part of my former professor as much as on theirs.  

Dr. Butler was found not guilty on 12 of the original 15 charges against him.  They included accusations of smuggling samples of plague bacteria into the United States from Tanzania (where he was doing research), improperly transporting them (in his car to U.S. government laboratories) and, after reporting samples missing to university security officials, being arrested by the FBI, and waiving his Miranda rights, he was accused of lying to the authorities.  The 3 charges (out of an original 15) upheld by the jury related to mislabeling a Fed Ex package of plague research samples he returned to Tanzania.  The judge himself said “the defendant's export was not with evil or terroristic [sic] intent, but was done in the name of medical and academic research and was provided to medical and academic personnel.”  The other convictions (contract disputes with Texas Tech) were totally unrelated to the original charges and were piled on some six months after his arrest, when he refused to plea bargain.

Today

At a time when American values are questioned abroad and civil liberties compromised at home, the Department of Justice is spending money and manpower to seek retribution against Dr. Butler for maintaining his innocence and filing an appeal.  It originally offered 6 months in prison for a plea bargain, yet has now cross appealed for an increase in the 2 year sentence.  Such behavior reflects badly on the United States and undermines the influence and moral suasion of U.S. scientists, and others committed to the protection of human rights, vis-à-vis governments abroad.  

At Tom’s sentencing hearing the judge said “the defendant's research and discoveries have led to the salvage of millions of lives throughout the world.  There is not a case on record that could better exemplify a great service to society as a whole that is substantially extraordinary . . .” 

The cross appeal against Dr. Butler should be dropped and he should be helped to get on with his life’s work—that of saving the lives of others.  

Thank you.

