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INTERNATIONAL PEN SYDNEY CENTRE INC

ANNUAL GENERAL MEETING

FEBRUARY 24 2010

6.00pm

1. TREASURER’S REPORT

2. PRESIDENT’S REPORT

3. WRITERS IN PRISON COMMITTEE REPORT

A full version of these reports including the 2009 Annual Accounts are available at www.pen.org.au
1. TREASURER’S REPORT by PETER EICHHORN
The financial position of PEN Sydney at the end of 2009 was sound. We are in a position to meet all foreseeable expenditure requirements and have over $100,000.00 in the bank.  We ended the year with a healthy operating profit of $18,400.00

In line with the need to promote the cause of PEN, provision has been made for future years to fund a publicist, and to update and maintain an informative web presence in 2010.

Membership and donations should cover all anticipated administrative costs.  Donations from members and supporters in the past twelve months has been strong, and we have had a very good response to our membership drive in late 2009.

The challenge for PEN in 2010 will be to foster new membership however, more importantly, to seek a mixture of continuing corporate support, event income and sponsorship.

With a reasonably new committee, time must be focused on promoting PEN’s mission, administrative processes are to be minimalised.  It is my view as Treasurer that we have an extremely energetic and resouceful committee. Our contracted Executive Officer, Kathryn McKenzie has provided very good administrative support, and our honorary auditor Peter Walford has been an invaluable aid with his knowledge of corporate nuances and his ounderstanding of PEN’s mission and history.
Limited hard copies of the 2009 Annual Accounts are available, with the electronic version available on the Sydney PEN website at www.pen.org.au
2. PRESIDENT’S REPORT by BONNY CASSIDY

On behalf of the Sydney PEN Management Committee, thank you for attending the 2010 AGM, and for your ongoing membership and support of freedom of expression.  I am proud to share with you what we achieved since July.  

The Empty Chair Campaign and festivals

We made an effort to use the final half of the year to return to the work of mustering grassroots support and membership of PEN.  With appearances at the University of Sydney’s Verge Arts Festival, the Australian Libraries and Information Association (Hunter), the National Young Writers Festival and the Festival of Dangerous Ideas we found opportunities to present PEN’s mission and current letter campaigns to new audiences including students, young people, librarians and the Newcastle literary community.  Thanks to Vice President Sandy Symons and Committee Member Debra Adelaide for their help.  We were also pleased to establish a new link with the New South Writing collective at UNSW.  We look forward to fostering this partnership with UNSW in 2010, as well as the relationships we have established with each of these festivals.

Underpinning PEN’s presence at each of these events was The Empty Chair campaign.  This campaign remains the most widely and instantly recognised – and immediately affective – component of PEN’s work.  With Committee Members Carol Dettmann and Jennifer Wong, in August we created The Empty Chair Kit online as a downloadable PDF and Carol successfully realised the installation of The Empty Chair at Mosman and Stanton Libraries. We acknowledge the support of the NSW Writers Centre by featuring The Empty Chair in its foyer.

I would also like to take this opportunity to thank UTS for its resounding support of The Empty Chair since November, in particular, Vice President, Professor Michael Fraser AM, his assistant Rachel Hallett, and the librarians at the UTS Library City Campus for approving, installing and managing an Empty Chair in the UTS Library; and, shortly, in the UTS Tower, Broadway.  These chairs highlight the cases of Tashi Rabten, Nurmuhemmet Yasin, Liu Xiaobo, JS Tissainayagam and Honorary Member, Father Nguyen Van Ly.  

PEN Voices: 3 Writers and the International Day of the Imprisoned Writer

The present committee was fortunate to “inherit” involvement in a major public event, the final lecture of the 3 Writers series.  Delivered by Professor Larissa Behrendt on “Legacy”, the final lectures in Sydney and Canberra were highly successful promotions of freedom of expression.  They coincided with the Day of the Imprisoned Writer, allowing PEN to highlight the case of Uighur writer Nurmuhemmet Yasin.  With the generous support of member Jane Morgan and The Pen Shop, the Sydney lecture also saw the presentation of the 2009 Sydney PEN Award to Dr Denise Leith. 

PEN would like to thank the CAL Cultural Fund for its support of the 3 Writers project over three years.  I congratulate the team who developed the project, led by past Presidents Angela Bowne, Mara Moustafine and Virginia Lloyd, and Committee Member Carol Dettmann.  PEN also thanks Allen & Unwin for its publication of the annual lecture anthologies, the last of which, Risk, Honour & Legacy, is due out a little later this year.  Thank you to Manning Clark House for its promotion of the events in Canberra, and to the National Library for hosting them; to the State Library of New South Wales for its promotion and management of the series in Sydney; and to Karin Williams for her publicity and communications work.  
Finally, a special thanks to the members who supported this series through individual donations; our work is not possible without these contributions.

Strategy

Following the high point of the conclusion of 3 Writers, we undertook a strategy meeting in early December to examine PEN’s mission and determine our objectives for the New Year in line with the aims of profile-building and communications set out by the 2008-2009 Management Committee.  

The strategic plan resulting from this meeting reinforced Sydney PEN’s mission to:
• be an authoritative source on matters of free expression in Australia and internationally;

• campaign on behalf of writers who are silenced by persecution, exile or imprisonment; and

• promote the written word.

This mission is to be fulfilled by our objectives to: 

• speak publically on matters of freedom of expression, particularly those concerning Australia and the Asia and Pacific region;

• undertake public letter campaigns to Australian diplomats, foreign ambassadors and governments on behalf of imprisoned writers in the Asia Pacific region; 

• engage in community events focused on literature, literacy and freedom of expression;

• promote the Empty Chair campaign to raise public awareness of imprisoned writers;

• promote Indigenous literacy in Australia; and

• promote translation as a means to foster international understanding, particularly in our region.

Specifically, it was agreed that these objectives would be realised in 2010 through: increased contact with Asian centres and writers; and resumed involvement in Indigenous literacy issues with which PEN has a history of engagement.  We feel that through these priorities and as the single incorporated PEN centre in the country, Sydney PEN is able to become more identifiable and active as the Australian PEN.  We are now planning four very exciting, new key activities to take place in the following ten to twelve months.  

As Peter has pointed out, fundraising is an essential platform for supporting our objectives.  PEN will be planning several small corporate fundraising opportunities through the year, as well as a major fundraiser in the May-June period.  We will also be applying for longer term funding support to continue the assistance to communications and publicity previously supported so generously by CAL. 

Website, Sydney PEN Magazine and communications

Edited by Vice President Sandy Symons and member Susie Eisenhuth, the November 2009 issue of the Sydney PEN Magazine was timed for release in Sydney and Canberra at the 3 Writers events.  We thank UTS for its in-kind support of the initial hard copy run.  In November we invested in a run-on of hard copies for distribution to a broader audience.  

In November the Committee resolved to contract a publicist at a nominal rate.  Judy Goldman, director of Mediaways, has provided PEN with a six-month media strategy to increase our profile nationally as well as locally through print and radio.  Since working with Judy, we have made two national media releases: the first in December in response to Liu Xiaobo’s sentencing, which attracted coverage on Radio National; and the second as a statement of support for Frank Moorhouse’s boycott of a writers’ tour to China, which carried PEN’s voice to ABC World News Today, Radio National “PM”, RMIT Arts Alive and the Sydney Morning Herald.  We thank Judy for generously donating her time and experience to PEN’s cause.

To support this increasing media profile, and realise the website redesign proposed by the previous Committee, we have engaged Melbourne wed design firm, Inventive Labs, to provide quality design, hosting and trouble-shooting services at a reduced rate for PEN.  We acknowledge Virginia Murdoch and her team at Inventive Labs for their sympathetic and stylish work, which is now close to completion.  Many thanks to member Charlotte Wood for bringing us to this point.  

PEN warmly thanks the support and services of Michael Green and Gail Fulton at BarNet for hosting our current site.  The work of BarNet’s Jack Moggach on the design of the PEN Poem Relay is remembered, and BarNet has continued to offer generous in-kind support to PEN by providing a smart venue for our committee and strategic meetings in 2009.

Committee members, advisors and supporters

Finally, I would like to make mention of our Management Committee which, while everyone else was “winding down” toward the year, was winding up to carry on PEN’s work.  

In particular, Vice President Sandy Symons has been a powerhouse of activity on behalf of PEN in recent months.  I have thanked co-Vice President Michael Fraser, but I would also like to congratulate Michael on his recent appointment to Member of the Order of Australia and his opening of the Communications Law Centre at UTS.  

Thank you to Treasurer Peter Eichhorn, who has provided excellent experience and advice on the management of PEN’s finances.  Honorary Accountant Peter Walford is once again thanked for his scrupulous preparation of our Annual Accounts Report.
Secretary Simeon Beckett is much valued for his documentation of our meetings.  Simeon and Committee Member Nicola McGarrity consulted with Ben Saul to submit an influential response from PEN to the National Security Legislation Discussion Paper. 

We are sorry to be losing Committee Member Jane Owen, who has served PEN’s management for two years with legal and contractual advice, and initiated Middletons’ hosting of two PEN AGMs in their lovely space.  Thank you, Jane.

Outside of the Committee, members of the PEN family have offered their advice and assistance in the last six months, and we are grateful to them.  Thank you again to Virginia Lloyd for lending welcome experience as we “handed over” from one committee to another; and to Charlotte Wood for her large amount of work on the initial stages of the new website.  Thanks also to former Committee Member Susan Wyndham for her project suggestions, and to Chip Rolley and the Sydney Writers Festival for their support of PEN’s objectives. 

Finally, PEN farewells two indispensable individuals.  As of January 31st, Kathryn McKenzie of Business Angel has given notice of her resignation from the role of Executive Officer. Whether new members or old friends of PEN, everyone engaged with our organisation knows Kathryn and will know what a fundamental role she has filled since 2007, when her business was contracted under then President, Angela Bowne.  Kathryn has worked as the go-to public and administrative point for PEN, always efficient and with a unique organisational memory of PEN’s history that has allowed PEN to continue functioning through frequent changes within its Management Committee.  Thank you, Kathryn, for working with all of us; we wish you the best and hope you will keep in touch with Sydney PEN.  

I also regret to announce that Gaby Naher will be stepping down from the Chair of the Writers 
in Prison Committee.  Our volunteer letter writers and members who receive news of our campaigns will also be aware of the careful thought and time that Gaby has put into her role since 2008.  She is our chief point of communication with International PEN and works at the heart of what PEN is about – advocating for writers who are or who have become voiceless.  Gaby has focused Sydney PEN’s campaign work on writers in our Asian and Pacific region, by making tough decision about urgent cases, tirelessly preparing our public letter campaigns, and communicating with key diplomats.  Gaby will be putting more time into her management of The Naher Agency.  We wish her luck this year, and thank her for her personal investment in the fates of many silenced writers.  

The WiP Chair will be shared in 2010 by Committee Members Nicola McGarrity and Christopher Michaelson, and we look forward to their work.

Thank you to those members who have introduced friends to PEN by bringing them along tonight; welcome.  Thank you again to everyone for joining us this evening and in remaining vigilant to our shared belief that freedom of expression is a human right.   
3. WRITERS IN PRISON REPORT by GABY NAHER

As always, the core work of this committee is carried out quietly, at our desks late at night, early morning, or whenever we can steal a moment from our lives in which to write a letter. Sydney PEN’s Writers in Prison Committee has doggedly advocated for justice for a handful of writers in our region. While our efforts rarely result in a win by way of a release in which we’ve been directly involved, we know we have attracted our diplomats’ attention. In some instances we’ve won their sympathetic cooperation.

Hot on the heels of the Sydney PEN AGM in July, we started campaigning once again for Aung San Suu Kyii’s liberty. We wrote to General Than Shwe in Burma, and our own Stephen Smith, calling for this courageous woman’s immediate and unconditional release. While liberty eludes Ms Suu Kyy, Sydney PEN won itself a meeting with Australia’s Ambassador to Burma, the very impressive Michelle Chan. In October the Writers in Prison Committee’s Chair, Gaby Naher, and Sydney PEN Committee member, Carol Dettmann, met Ms Chan in Sydney. Ms Chan outlined her work to us, revealing its bias towards advocacy and aid.

In August we write to both China’s Ambassador to Australia and our own Ambassador to China regarding the arrest of Tibetan writer and editor, Tashi Rabten. At the time Rabten had been held since 27 July without charge. It was feared that he was being detained for his articles on the suppression of the March 2008 protests in Lhasa. There are ongoing fears for Tashi Rabten’s safety.

In September we wrote to our High Commissioner in Sri Lanka about imprisoned Tamil journalist, JS Tissainayagam. ‘Tissa’ had just been sentenced to twenty years hard labour under anti-terror legislation, for his critical writings and publishing activities. High Commissioner Kathy Klugman has personally assured us of her own concern for Tissa and advised us that she has ‘raised the matter with a range of senior Sri Lankan Ministers and officials, including the Minister for Foreign Affairs, the Minister for Human Rights, the Secretary of the Ministry for Human Rights and the Attorney General.’

In November we wrote advocacy letters at the news that Honorary Sydney PEN Member, Father Nguyen Van Ly, had suffered a stroke in the KI labour camp in Vietnam and had been transferred to a Hanoi hospital. Fr Ly had been arrested in February 2007 (for the third time) and sentenced to eight years in prison. Sydney PEN members wrote to our Ambassador in Hanoi, Allaster Cox, regarding Dr Ly and the Committee also corresponded direct with DFAT regarding his case. Allaster Cox subsequently told us that he and his colleagues ‘regularly raise his (Fr Ly’s) case at the annual Australia-Vietnam Human Rights Dialogue.’ In a second letter from Allaster Cox we were told that Fr Ly’s case was raised by Australian diplomats at the Australia-Vietnam Human Rights Dialogue on December 7 in Hanoi. They requested Fr Ly’s ‘early release’ and ‘special amnesty’.

The Writers in Prison Committee has just learned that Fr Ly has been returned once again to the K1 prison camp. He is now paralysed down his right side and is in extremely low spirits. Once again we have written to DFAT about him, and asked our letter writers to seek Allaster Cox’s further assistance. 

In November we wrote to Kathy Klugman in Sri Lanka on the occasion of the release of Tamil publisher Vetrivel Jasikaran and his wife. While Sydney PEN did not directly campaign on behalf of these two, Inernational PEN certainly did. We took the opportunity to once again request that Ms Klugman raises the plight of Tissa with the Vietnamese officials with whom she comes into contact. Ms Klugman replied as follows: ‘I share your concerns about Mr Tissainayagam’s conviction and raise it with the Government here. I did so recently with Sri Lanka’s Atttorney-General.’ Ms Klugman further informed us that embassy staff is in touch with Tissa’s family and supporters on a ‘regular’ basis.

Most recently we have undertaken an advocacy campaign targeted directly at Kevin Rudd. This concerning imprisoned Chinese dissident and former PEN President, Liu Xiaobo. On 25 December 2009, Liu Xiaobo was sentenced to eleven years in prison for ‘incitement to subversion’. Following Frank Moorhouse’s public withdrawal from his forthcoming tour of China in protest over Liu Xiaobo’s sentencing, Sydney PEN has made the imprisoned Chinese dissident an Honorary Member. We have just learned that Liu Xiaobo’s 11 February appeal was rejected by a Beijing Court. We await correspondence from either DFAT, Ambassador Geoff Raby or the Prime Minister’s office regarding Australia’s response to Liu Xiaobo’s case.

As in the past, our letter-writing requests have generated a modest but nonetheless important dozen or so advocacy letters. Most importantly, however, our letters are reaching their targets. When Sydney PEN met Ambassador Michelle Chan, her opening words were about the very high number of letters she receives from friends and members of Sydney PEN. Those letters were the reason we were granted a meeting, after all. We should never underestimate the importance of our own diplomats within our region. While we cannot say that we are making progress in the furthering of PEN’s goals in China, we can claim that our diplomats in Sri Lanka, Burma and Vietnam are listening and acting.

Sydney PEN once again participated in International PEN’s ‘Send a seasonal greeting’ initiative. Sydney PEN members sent non-denominational greeting cards to imprisoned writers around the world. As ever, although the cards generated little direct response, we believe that the campaign was significant and worthwhile. 

