Rt. Hon Alan Johnson, MP
Secretary of State for the Home Office
3rd Floor, Peel Buildings
2 Marsham St
London SW1 4DF
Fax: 020 8760 3132

Dear Home Secretary

Lydia Ebok Besong & Bernard Oben Batey: HO Ref B1236372

I am writing to express my grave concerns over the planned deportation of Lydia Besong and to petition that the removal is stayed and for her immediate release from detention.

Lydia and her husband Bernard have had to flee Cameroon because of their involvement with the Southern Cameroon National Council. SCNC is a pressure group that campaigns for the self-determination of English-speaking southern Cameroon, a non-violent organisation.  

USA: Country Reports on Human Rights Practices  - Cameroon 2008
The government's human rights record remained poor, and it continued to commit human rights abuses. Security forces committed numerous unlawful killings. Security forces also engaged in torture, beatings, and other abuses, particularly of detainees and prisoners. Prison conditions were harsh and life threatening. Authorities arrested and detained anglophone citizens advocating secession, local human rights monitors and activists, persons not carrying government-issued identity cards, and other citizens. There were incidents of prolonged and sometimes incommunicado pretrial detention and infringement on citizens' privacy rights. The government restricted citizens' freedoms of speech, press, assembly, and association, and harassed journalists. The government also impeded citizens' freedom of movement. Other problems included widespread official corruption; societal violence and discrimination against women; female genital mutilation (FGM); trafficking in persons, primarily children; and discrimination against pygmies, ethnic minorities, indigenous people, and homosexuals. The government restricted worker rights and the activities of independent labor organizations. Child labor, hereditary servitude, and forced labor, including forced child labor, were problems.

Lydia and her husband Bernard Oben Batey have been tortured in Cameroon and Lydia was raped whilst in detention by one of the uniformed officers.
English PEN, an organization that campaigns for the right to free speech for writers worldwide, has given strong support to Lydia and Bernard’s campaign.  English PEN’s spokesman, Robert Sharp has said: “This is a blow for freedom of speech. With this detention, Lydia’s fledgling literary career will be cut short. It is astonishing that the UK plans to deport someone who has been seeking refuge from a government that attacked her, just for exercising her right to free expression.”
Lydia is a talented writer; her debut play “How I Became an Asylum Seeker” was staged by Community Arts Northwest (CAN) to a packed house at the Zion Theatre in Hulme, Manchester on 3rd December.  Lydia is on the management committee of WAST, Bernard has worked and led in a voluntary position tirelessly for the national award-winning Human Rights organisation RAPAR in a partnership with Revive, Changemakers, Boaz Trust and Citizens for Sanctuary. Together, they have opened Manchester's first voucher exchange network.  

This is a basic human rights issue.  Lydia and Bernard had to leave their own country for being political activists and, if they are forced to return, they will face the same persecution and their lives will be in grave danger. Despite all the pressures on them, in the three years they have been in this country they have worked hard to help support and empower other asylum seekers in situations similar to their own.  This couple is an asset to the community of Greater Manchester, despite their legislatively enforced poverty as asylum seekers.  It is a sad reflection on our society if we cannot give refuge to the vulnerable for using their freedom of speech. 

 I urge you as Home Secretary to release Lydia and review her case and her husbands with a view to recognizing that they need refugee protection.
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