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Get On The Bus celebrates 16 years of human rights activism

Members of Group 133 – the Somerville-based local chapter of Amnesty International USA – are in the midst of planning their 2011 Get On The Bus for Human Rights event. Get On The Bus or “GOTB” is a day of human rights education and activism which brings students and activists from throughout the northeast region to New York City for one day of peaceful demonstrations in support of human rights by protesting and garnering attention at relevant embassies and corporate headquarters.

In recognition of their work to promote human rights through Get On The Bus for Human Rights, Group 133 members were honored last year with the Sister Laola Hironaka Award, which is presented to Amnesty International chapters for outstanding work in human rights activism. Past and present members of the Group 133 accepted the award at Amnesty International USA’s Annual General Meeting in New Orleans in March 2010.

“Get On The Bus powerfully combines human rights education and action, through a speakers panel, letter writing actions, a series of energizing rallies, and meetings between GOTB delegates and government officials,” says Kelly Turley, Group 133 Coordinator.

Get On The Bus began in April 1996 when around 30 members of Group 133 traveled to New York City to demonstrate outside the Nigerian Consulate calling for the fair treatment of human rights and environmental activists working in Nigeria. Since then, Get On The Bus has grown exponentially, with about 1,600 students and activists participating annually. Group 133 is now working with Amnesty International groups across the country and sharing the Get On The Bus formula. This year, local groups in the Washington, D.C. area are planning their own “sister” event in solidarity with the northeast region’s event.

“While it is a lot of work to bring the event to fruition each year, I am honored to be able to play a role in continuing the legacy of Get On The Bus and in helping to develop new leadership in the struggle for human rights,” Turley says. Get On The Bus has had high school students come back year after year, stay involved during college, then coordinating a delegation or joining the GOTB planning committee or taking their activism in new directions.

Of course, human rights victories also play an important role in the legacy of Get On The Bus. A recenty impact of Get On The Bus campaigning was the case of Sri Lankan journalist and prisoner of conscience J.S. Tissainayagam (or Tissa). Tissa’s case was the focus of Get On The Bus actions in 2009 and 2010, as well as Group 133 actions from 2008 to 2010; Tissa was released in May 2010. Sri Lankan officials met with a Get On The Bus delegation and later shared the impact that the letters and rally had had in pushing the government in their decision to release Tissa.

Actions for the 2011 Get On The Bus event will include: calling for the immediate and unconditional release of Tibetan filmmaker Dhondup Wangchen, calling for the immediate and unconditional release of Indonesian prisoner of conscience Filep Karma, calling on the government of Chad to provide protection for Darfuri refugees and internally displaced persons within their borders, and calling on the United Nations to launch an independent investigation into war crimes committed by both sides of the Sri Lankan Civil War. For more information on these cases and Get On The Bus, please visit: www.gotb.org.

