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Chile; Letter-writing for Freedom

I had barely arrived in Cork on my recent trip home when my
gocd friend Father Tony Gill SikA gave me the news.

"po you remember Luis Trices, a Chilean exile 1living with his
family in Dublin." he sakd.

I thought for a moment.

"Would he be the same person we visited together in a flat
somevhere near Ringsend, and teld us so many stories of his
experiences as a South American living im Ireland"

The telephone went silent for just a moment.

"Yes, yes indeed, that was him alright. He came here with his
wife about a year after the Coup in Chile in 1974 but his two
children are Irish as they were born in Dublin,™

I then recalled of how different he found the way of rearing
children in Ireland compared to his own country,

"Well" Father Gill said, "“There is bad news. He went back
to Chile a few months ago as his name was taken off Pinochet's
black list. About two weeks ago he was picked uﬁ by the poli;e
and worse of all, he has been so badly tortured that they have
damaged his spine. He is now in Prison Hospital confined to
bed",

I could not but heave a long sigh at the news.

"Not again, When will all this type of thing ever stop?™ I

asked myself.

I soon discovered that the Irish Chilean Committee was organize
ing anspecial campaign for his freedom. They were sending

printed leaflets arcund the country asking reople to write +o
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"the Chilean authorities petioning that Luis be released and
allowed to come back to Ireland where he can get proper
treatment for his injuries. The basic regquest is that you
send a letter to the Chilean Minister of the Interior, Mr.
Ricardo Garcia and a get-well card to Luis in prison hospital.
That brings us to the heart of the matter; How effective is
letter=-writing for human rights?

This is a gquestion which must enter everybdailes mind when they
are invited to take part in this type of campaign. I have
been consulted about it onrmany occasions. I can only say on
the basis of my own experience in the matter that the answer
to that question is very clear. Letter-writing can be more
effective than what we could ever even imagine., Let me
explain.

You always have the doubt when you send your létter to an
address that has been given to you, in a country you know
absolutely nothing about, and pleading for a person whom you
do not knowy “Well, my letter most certainly will never arrive
in the first place and if by some chance it does, ‘it will find_
its way very quickly into the waste paper basket." In any case,
we ask ourselves, how on earth can we be taken sesriously by
a8 foreign government as our own weight in the matter can be
no more than that of the proverbial man or woman in the street

which must be nill

MY ffiends you are indeed wrong. I will try now to show why
using Luis' case. as an example.

You have just posted your letter to the Intericor Minister af
Chile, International postal services are better than vou

think so it will arrive in about a week to the central post
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office in the capital of Chile which is the city of Santiago
(A trully magnificent nlace,by the way, if it was'nt for the
government there).

With the sorting of the mail, the whole story begins. sefore
going into the ministerial bag it will ke minutely examined
not only by specially assigned postal staff but also by

some security agent. Even before it is ever opened it will
ke recognised for what it is,ifa human rights letter as they
are acustomed to receiving them in Chile.

That may surprise you but I once saw for myself eariier this
year when I was asked to trenslate a box of such letters

by a political leader in Venezuela. They were reqguesting the
release of several political prisoners and all came from
places such as Greece, Germany, Switzerland, Austria etc.
where this man never had any previous contact. The addresses
were written in hand-writing or typed but not very professional-
ly so it was easy to recognise from the envelcpes that they
were not business letters, |

Returning then to your letter it will more than likely leave
the post cffice in a selected file. But by that stage, it Pu
has provoked some decision-making. In due course it will

be opwsfied in the Ministry of the Interior., There a first
problem must be resolved, which is of course its translation
into Spanish. English is easily translated but if you had
written your letter in Irish(and éhf not?dP they would be
confronting a major oystaale.

In any case by now they know there is gpmegne in Ireland
cofijcerned about a Chilean called Luis Triecge. sut in order

to asses the letter they must zsk some guations.

Who really is the person that has signed the latter? What
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‘profession does he or she has? Are they influential in
Ireland ? : Who is this Luis Tricot they're so concerned

about ? Is he that well~known in Ireland as it would seem?

Some questions particularly about the history and status of
Luis can be easily checked out but others are well nigh impos-
sible to answer.

At some stage a report will have to be drafted and forwarded
to the Chilean Feoreign Minister calling his attention to the
fact that in Ireland at least Chile is getting a negative
rating because of Luis's case and that might harm business
not only with Ireland but with the EEU. Even a dictatorship
as hardened as the Pinochet regime has to worry about ?nter—
national relationscotherwise money may well stop flowing into

the national exchecuer,

At this point there is a definite policy in place which + ° .
determinesif such an inguiry as- you have made, will in fact
be answered or simply ignored. In the past, the practice
has bedng to publically disregard such letters. However not
acknowledging them in any way backfires on the;ggésrnment

| as it reinforces the repressive image one has of the regime.

Fany governments have then for that very reason implemented

In my work we reqularly receive letters from El Salvador,

Colombia, Peru and Guatemala. The answers vary from some

a new policy of replying to all human ricgcht complaints.
that may accuse the peréun on whose behalf we are plezding,
as being the worst kind of terrorist, others will flatly

deny all charges cf torture and promise that exhaustive
investigations will be carried by the judicary or some inde-

pendent body. All letters will be courteocus and their
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objective is to convey a pasitive image of the country, L.
discredit the victim and 1> frighten people off the campaign,

as no-one wishes to be assogciated with criminals or terrorists.

In fact on this last pointic many people have their cualms,
what in fact if the indiwvidual in guestion has been invelved

in crime we may ask. Can we receive a guarantee that he or she
are innocent.

This is noc easy matter to resolve and really there are two
approaches. The first places its emphasis on the innocence

of the accused, the second looks more at the viclations that
have taken place aciainst the accused, For instance no perseon
can be legitimately tortured or disappeared or indeed

executed without proper legal proceedings. While it is important
to know that somegne is innocent, I would always emphasise the
second approachessgur cpocern is primarally about combating
torture, extra-legal executions, political pprsecution ete.
rather than getting into a debate if the individual is guilty
or not. 1If all the prisoners rights are guaranteed then that
person will normally go free very quickly.if they are innocent.
If they are then found guilty we have 1ea§t helped in ;eCuring
the defense of their legitimate rights. Normally there is

little or no substance to the accusations of course.
[ ]

Returning then to Luis‘TRicot in Chileour letter has sparked

off a chain of decisions which can only have a positive effect
on his velfare, If the letter is multiplied by hundreds

then the effect of the campaign also increases. An awful lot

of people are gsking about him, they will say. It may not

win him immedizt8ly his freedom but will certainly better his

lot immeasurely. More than likely you will not ¢et any
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Leply to your cletter as Chile still prefers teo ignore all

human rights gquestions. However You can be asured it will

have no small ceffect.

In case you forgot, we alse have the case of the get-well

card you've sent Luis in prison hospital. Here 1 fee]l that
Luis will get your card much quicker than you imagine.

The Chilean regime is indeed contradictory in many respects and

I will tell you the reason for my optimism.

Lasttyear a lawyer whom I had worked wWlth was imprisoned

in Chile. while we were working for her release I managed

to get the televhone number of the police station where she

was being held. I decided to ring long distance.,

" Good morning sir" I asked very promptly “May I speak with

the lawyer pPamela Pereira whom I believe is in detention

there *

"Wait a moment, now.. Who is speaking" answered a voice very |
curtly, I gave him my name as if it would mean anything to

him.

"Just a moment, I must Consult first" eame the Léply.

"Hello", there was now 8 Woman on the line, "With whom do you

want to speak" she asked, I said "Pamela pPereira". I then

could faintly hear in the backgreund her voicg calling -

"Pamela, you have a telephone call today",

Much to my surprise we could have the conversation without any
problem, The following day Pamela was released.
That whole incident makes me believe Very strongly that your
card to Luis wil} get through,

If you are still doubtfu) sbout the effectiveness of letter-writing
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I could list you many cases, including my own , where if it

was not for the letters, those people would still probably

be in prisonror worse still even dead. In fact the most
prestigioﬁs organization in the wheole area of human rights

is Amnesty International which has built itself up on letter
-campaigns for so-called prisoners of conscience. That organiza-
tion which has now national sections in most countries of the
world began in England over twenty years age when some pegple
began writing letters to free political prisoners. The method
is that the prisoner is adopted by a leocal group who keep

insisting over the years if necessary wuntil he or she is

| freed.. Tt has also been resorted to on an urgent action
|
level to help stop torture, Here telegrams of
sent o
| letters are\to the authorities petioning for someone that
i g

is more than likely being tortured or has been disappeared.

The great advantage of letter-writing is that it is a wvery
simple way at the disposal ofeveryone whereby we can make our
voice heard., We all can scribble a few lines and put them

in an envelope,

S0, my friends if you have never tried it, gather other friends
and write the letters together - its more fun that way.

Who knows but the day will come when a person very much like
who was unfortunate enocugh to be imprisioned unjustly or
tortured will knock on your dOor just to say thank you for
helping save their life. That makes #&tl1 all very much
worthwhile. -

Finally we have heard that Luis Tricet is at last walking and

will be charged fer some lesser offense than expected, So

vou see haw it wnrks




