REPORT ON EMBASSIES WALK : 7th March 2017

The focus this year was on the Nuclear Weapons Ban Treaty Negotiations.  Most of the Embassies we approached had been at the forefront of setting up the current Treaty Negotiations in New York.  Letters had been sent to these 18 Embassies early in February to request an appointment.  Although only 4 offered an appointment at this time, we knew from past experience that there would be others who would see us on the day.  We also prepared letters for those we could not see, which could be handed in and would contain the points we had hoped to discuss and hopefully would be responded to afterwards.  The police were sent a copy of the timetable for information.

Due to the large number of Embassies chosen, there were 3 routes, and walkers divided between them.  Each “walk” had a leader who distributed information packs containing a timetable, map, background information and suggested questions and discussion points.

We began, as usual, with a short prayer service in St Martin-in-the-Fields, led by the Rev Richard Carter, who has always been particularly supportive.

Route 1 (report from Alison Williams)

Mexican Embassy - we were able to leave our letter at Reception

Brazilian Embassy – a man came and spoke to us briefly; not himself acquainted with Nuclear Issues but politely accepted our congratulations and thanks for Brazil’s co-sponsorship.  He had understood that we were there to talk about nuclear power, not weapons.

New Zealand High Commission - again, we were able to leave our letter at Reception

Nigerian High Commission – Lilias and Alison were admitted at the High Commission and after a fairly long phone conversation between Reception and someone upstairs we were invited to sit and wait for someone to come down to us.  After a few minutes, “Anthony” introduced himself.  I think he was the Charge d’Affaires to whom our letter was addressed –  (Mr A.S.Ogah)

He explained that Nuclear Policy is a concern of the Federal Government rather than the High Commission in the UK so he’s not well informed about it.  But he knew that the Nigerian government had signed up to all the Nuclear Disarmament resolutions and treaties down the years.  

South African High Commission – Security a prominent feature here – we were escorted through several sets of doors before we reached the High Commissioner in his large and well-appointed office.  We were with him for at least 20 minutes until we made the move to leave.

He was Mayor of Durban for many years (30?) and is looking forward to returning to his grandchildren there when he retires from here in a year or two.  His response to Caroline’s first question was c. “the world is very uncertain nowadays” with Trump as US President.  Again, Nuclear Policy was not his area of expertise or experience and he had nothing specific to say about it.  We got sidetracked onto ISIS as a real danger.

There is quite a large Muslim community in Cape Town – mainly business or professional people.  A very small minority supported some radical group at one time; “hooligans” whom he doesn’t regard as a real threat.  The question of nuclear energy also arose and he agreed that renewable energy sources should be preferred.  Regarding the impact of the Nuclear Ban negotiations in New York on the NPT review in Vienna he had nothing in particular to say – I felt we were attempting to inform him rather than receiving his informed view.

Caroline spoke of South Africa in De Klerk’s time having chosen to give up their own nuclear weapons (he gave no indication he knew about that) and he accepted a copy of the Medact publication which has a chapter on that history. (A follow-up letter resulted in the offer of a speaker for a possible Parliamentary or House of Lords Meeting.)

Australian High Commission – the Security Guard outside Australia House had been briefed to receive a letter from us. (We were later sent a contact address for the Australian Mission in Vienna)
 Gp 2

The representatives from the Indonesian Embassy had asked us to arrange a meeting room for them to speak to us, as their Embassy was in the process of moving building.  This took place in the Desmond Tutu Room in St. Martins.  There was room for the whole group to attend where we heard from Counsellor Andalusia Dewi and 1st Secretary of Political Affairs, Gita Murti about Indonesia’s long history of involvement with anti-nuclear treaties and national groupings. They were concerned that the P5 had not ratified the S.E Asia Nuclear-Free Zone but had hopes that the Ban Treaty might mitigate the slow progress of the NPT.

This group then went on to visit the Embassies of Japan, Egypt, US and Sweden. Our letter was formally handed over at the Japanese Embassy and they wrote afterwards to say that we could either be included in the CND arranged appointment at the end of March, or ask their delegation to pass on the information received.   We were asked in to the Egyptian Embassy, but the spokesperson was not available that afternoon and asked for telephone numbers so that we could talk directly.  The Swedish Embassy was extremely apologetic as our letter had not been received – (previously we have always had a meeting there -) – and said another date would be arranged.  The US had already told us that a meeting was not possible (unlike the previous 8 years!) and refused to accept our letter, which was then posted to them.  In spite of only one meeting, this group had felt the walk had been worthwhile and enjoyable. 
Gp3

The German and Norwegian Embassies were not able to offer an appointment that day and had let us know this in advance (We have visited both, previously) but accepted our letter.  Again the Irish Embassy could not arrange a meeting then but have since contacted with the offer of a meeting in Vienna. Letter was handed in at Malaysian HC 

Austria:  There had been several letters and emails before the walk with 1st Secretary (Political Section} Monica Zachs. She said that after a 20year stalemate in the NPT there was need for a new initiative – this had resulted in the Humanitarian Consequences Conference and the Open Ended Discussion Group on Disarmament (OEDG) which involves 123 member states. Austria rejects the criticism that that the Ban treaty will counter the NPT but will complement it. The Ban Treaty is not the last step as it will need verification.  Nuclear Weapons are an old-fashioned way of thinking and the whole system is unbalanced.  The plan is for the negotiations to be open to everyone. It will be a long process and not easy.  It was civil-society participation that made the Humanitarian Consequence so strong.

Netherlands:  (as CND had cancelled their meeting we were able to use their slot) 

Our group met Counsellor for Political Affairs, Arjan Uilenreef.

It was explained that the reason they had abstained from supporting the Ban Treaty Negotiations, the only NATO country to do so, was that they work hard in the NPT and don’t want anything to endanger it. They will participate in the Ban Treaty Negotiations with an open mind – What comes out of it must be verifiable.

Thailand: had written in advance to say they had no spokesperson in London on this subject but thanked us for considering them and arranged to have someone available to receive our letter.  Since then, they have contacted us to say that it has been passed on to the Embassies in Vienna and New York.

Conclusion  We did not have as many interviews as we do for the NPT-related walks, but have received some useful contacts for following up in Vienna. Probably the time between the requests and the walk date was too short.  We usually allow at least 6 weeks.  Everyone has been thanked and we await the replies to our hand-in letters.

Thanks to all who participated and to Martin Tiller for preparing the St. Martin’s liturgy and Richard Carter for leading it. ( Richard came to the meeting with the Indonesians and impressed us all with his ability to speak Indonesian!!) – not forgetting the group leaders and note-takers. We had a good write- up and a photo in the Church Times, which also explained about the Ban Treaty.  Thank you to Michael for his Press Releases and the long telephone interview with the CT reporter. 







Patricia Pulham

