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As a result of a bursary from the Human Rights Lawyers Association I was able to spend six weeks in Kingston, Jamaica during the summer of 2009 working for the Independent Jamaican Council for Human Rights (IJCHR). The Council is the oldest and main human rights NGO on the island, and exists to protect and advance human rights across Jamaica. Their areas of involvement are necessarily broad given the relative absence of civic society or a wider human rights movement. Their particular foci include prisoners’ rights, actions against the police for police killings and assaults, and strategic litigation through the Privy Council aimed at upholding human rights standards, particularly in relation to the death penalty. The IJCHR takes no money from the Jamaican state and is staffed largely by volunteers under the guiding hand of Nancy Anderson, who has worked in the Jamaican human rights field since the 1960s. The result of working in an office with stretched resources and which is always inundated is that interns are involved directly with front-line work, often for the most vulnerable and marginalized members of Jamaican society. There was a satisfying feeling while working at the Council that if you were not doing the work being undertaken, no one else would be. In that sense, the Council is very much a last line of defence for those Jamaicans who cannot afford access to justice and have nowhere else to turn. I found that particularly humbling.
The time I spent at the Council was a fascinating and intellectually demanding experience, as well as being, at times, personally harrowing. My involvement spanned the full breadth of the work taken on by the Council. 
I worked on a Privy Council appeal for four men convicted of a shooting in one of Kingston’s most violent communities. Successive governments’ attempts to crack down on gang violence have undermined the standards of criminal justice afforded to defendants, and in this case the prospective appellants’ convictions were based on highly questionable identification evidence following an inadequate first trial. Herbert Smith had taken on the case pro bono in order to prepare an appeal to the Privy Council and I acted as their researcher on the ground in Kingston, navigating through the bureaucracy and disorganization of the legal system in order to locate the necessary documents for the appeal. I interviewed the appellants in prison in advance of preparing affidavits, and I visited the scene of the crime to map the layout and take photographs of the area that had been described so poorly to the jury in the first trial. This work is being used by counsel instructed by Herbert Smith in order to file the appeal to the Privy Council.
The Council is linked to an organization called Citizens Action for Free and Fair Elections, which was set up in the late-1990s in an attempt to remove the corruption and violence that has blighted so many previous Jamaican electoral contests. I acted as an election observer for CAFFE in a by-election in NW Clarendon constituency, one of a series of by-elections triggered by the recent discovery that a number of Members of Parliament have dual citizenship, thereby contravening laws requiring sole Jamaica citizenship for MPs. I compiled data from across the constituency on election day, monitored the polling stations and recorded party political presence at the booths. Politics in Jamaica is big business and the two rival parties make a concerted effort to get the vote out. CAFFE’s role is to watch those efforts and make public anything untoward taking place. Apart from a few minor discrepancies, the days passed off without alarm.
The bulk of my time was taken up with case work. The Council is the only human rights organization in Jamaica that operates a legal clinic approach, which allows ordinary Jamaicans to come through the office doors to discuss their difficulties. The effect of this open door policy was that during my time in Kingston I ran and/or assisted on a number of cases on a wide range of issues. I interviewed an inmate at Tower Street Adult Correctional Centre who was seeking equality of treatment for the small Muslim community within the institution, who were being denied the ability to conduct communal prayers, despite the willingness of the Superintendent to afford the Christians that facility. I drafted the legal document submitted by the Council to the Commissioner for Correctional Services, and if no action is taken across the island’s prisons the Council will be taking the case to court. I took a large number of initial statements from individuals, normally poor members of Kingston’s ghettos, alleging police brutality, and monitored the progress of official investigations into a number of police killings and beatings by the Public Police Complaints Authority, an independent monitoring body set up to investigate police misconduct. My direct dealings with the police were also extensive. I worked on the case of a mentally ill man who was killed by a fellow inmate in police custody while the duty officers had gone drinking for the night. Ten similar deaths had been recorded at the same police lock-up in a one-year period. At a less extreme level, I was often asked to call police stations to resolve simple issues for individuals who had been ignored when they tried to secure resolution themselves. In one case an innocent epileptic man had been detained following a police shootout with a local gang; the police refused to allow his family to supply his much-needed medication. In another case, a young woman seeking the one-page report into the death of her son’s Haitian father had been repeatedly refused over a three month period; one phone call from the Council and the document was faxed over in ten minutes. Being at the Council made it abundantly clear to me that in Jamaica, individuals cannot make their rights real alone.
I was also part of a three person team given complete access to Horizon Adult Remand Centre, as part of a wider investigation into prison conditions on the island which would form the basis for an academic report. At Horizon a number of those detained have been held on remand for four or even five years without facing a trial, with many housed alongside sentenced convicts. The conditions were brutal. Inmates have no natural light, exist in suffocating heat and are permitted sporadic exercise no more than once a month for an hour. 
There was one particular moment that seemed to me to sum up the importance of the work that the Council does and the effect that being a part of that work has had on me. I attended a human rights training course for members of the Jamaica Constabulary Force and Jamaican Defence Force, organizations whose members regularly face hostile fire from gang members in Kingston’s garrisons and who are often accused of indiscriminate and unprovoked shootings. Upon arrival I noticed that a number of officers at the back of the room had laptops open on their desks. They proceeded to spend most of the following session ignoring the speakers and staring at their screens, alternating between the Jamaican equivalent of ‘page 3’ and images of large automatic weapons. The comments made throughout the two-hour period from the recruits demonstrated an entrenched siege mentality: officers of the law were the good guys, the gangs were the baddies, and human rights organizations simply made the job of the criminals easier. The sense of grievance and victimhood was unmistakable. Towards the end of the session a senior sergeant rose to offer his answer to the question, ‘how many people were killed by the police last year?’ (The answer is roughly 250, and police killings are an entrenched part of social existence on the island.) His unequivocal answer: ‘the police don’t kill people.’ The two hour session I was involved in was the first that many of the officers had ever had. By contrast, this senior sergeant had spent the last ten years training police and army recruits. 
The obstacles blocking meaningful human rights reform in Jamaica are enormous. In a place where the state rarely acts against its agents, it is only bodies like the IJCHR that give the law any semblance of meaning to the many impoverished and downtrodden people who suffer at state hands on a daily basis. Jamaica has an abundance of authority that is too often used with impunity. The Council exists to challenge that abuse of power. Without its work there would literally be nobody to whom those wronged by state power could turn for assistance. It was a pleasure to contribute to that work.
I am of course extremely grateful on a personal level to the HRLA for making this internship possible. I feel I have gained immeasurably and my legal development has certainly benefited, both academically and practically. The opportunity to work with clients who have no one else to turn to was a rare responsibility, and a hugely rewarding one. However, my greater gratitude is that awards such as the one I received make it possible for offices like the Independent Jamaican Council for Human Rights to stay open and continue to run. Without a flow of volunteers they simply would not be able to function, and the role they play in checking state power would be diminished or removed altogether. In that sense I am glad to have had the opportunity to make some small contribution to the ongoing attempts of some hugely committed Jamaicans to taming their state and making human rights closer to a reality on their island than they have yet to be.
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