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TORTURE AWARENESS MONTH 2012 

JUNE 26 – National Day of Vigils 

ORGANIZER TOOLKIT 
 

June 26th is United Nations International Day in Support of Victims of Torture. Several 
years ago, religious and human rights organizations in the United States declared the 
month of June to be Torture Awareness Month as a way to provide greater visibility to 
this issue and provide an opportunity for coordinated actions across the country. 
 
A broad coalition of organizations has joined together in 2012 to organize a National 
Week of Action leading up to June 26, including a National Call-in Day on Friday, 6/22, 
a National Tweet-in Day on Saturday, 6/23, and a demonstration and march on Sunday, 
June 24th.  For more information about the coalition and its activities, see 
www.nrcat.org/june24.  
 
On June 26th, people across the United States will hold vigils to honor the courage and 
struggle of torture survivors.  This toolkit provides several resources for those 
organizing vigils in local communities: 
 

• Testimony from three torture survivors that can be read aloud at the vigil 

• A poem by a prisoner held at Guantanamo, which could also be read 

• Information about how to participate in the “Reckoning With Torture” project; 
something you could incorporate into your plans for June 26 

• A sample media advisory that you can use to promote your event 
 
Be sure to have visuals that make your message clear to those passing by (e.g. 
www.nrcat.org/posters).  
 
We also recommend that you consider bringing a petition or other action items for 
participants and those passing by.  For example, Amnesty International USA's Security 
With Human Rights Campaign Action Guide includes actions for torture survivor Maher 
Arar and Guantanamo detainee Shaker Aamer: www.amnestyusa.org/security/action.  
Various other groups within the coalition will have appropriate materials on their 
websites (links available at www.nrcat.org/june24). 
 
PLEASE REGISTER YOUR LOCAL EVENT! 
www.surveymonkey.com/s/june26vigils  
 
The coalition will publish a list of scheduled events with the info you provide, so 
that other people in your area can join you. 
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Survivor Profile for Vigils in June 2012 

Mbacoup – 30-year-old woman from Cameroon 

 

My name is Mbacoup.  I am a member of the Torture Abolition and Survivor Support 

Coalition (TASSC).  I was born in 1981 in Cameroon, West Africa. I studied journalism 

at the University of Yaounde, and later worked in radio broadcasting. I have been 

arrested, detained and severely tortured on several occasions. 

 

In 2004, while I was still a student, I was detained and tortured for three days for 

broadcasting a report that the president of Cameroon, who had not been seen for several 

months, was dead.  

 

Two years later, in 2006, I was detained a second time, and locked in a dark and cold 

room. My clothes were stripped off and I was beaten daily with a leather belt. I went days 

without food, and at night I was forced to sleep naked on a cold, wet floor. They 

threatened to kill me in I didn’t stop broadcasting news that jeopardized the president’s 

stay in power. Later that year, I was detained a third time, and tortured. My clothes were 

stripped off and my hair was shaved. I was forced to sleep on a bare cold floor. My food 

was thrown onto the dirty floor of the cell. I was held in detention for two weeks. 

 

In 2008, I was detained a fourth time and held for three months. I had written a book that 

documented abuses by the government in all ten provinces of Cameroon. I was tortured 

every day, and given watery soup and dirty water to drink. Most nights I was forced to 

dance naked before the gendarmes. I escaped when a prison guard told me I would be 

transferred to prison and killed. He offered to help me in exchange for a bribe. 

 

I hid in a small village for nine months, until one of my colleagues obtained a false 

passport and visa to the United States. When I arrived in the U.S. in 2009, I asked for 

political asylum, which was granted in 2011 by an immigration court. I later learned that 

my father had been arrested and severely tortured to find out where I was. 

 

 

The Torture Abolition and Survivors Support Coalition International (TASSC) is the only organization 
founded by and for torture survivors. The mission of TASSC is to end the practice of torture wherever it 
occurs and to empower survivors, their families and communities wherever they are. 
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Testimony of Maher Arar 

In September 2002, Maher Arar, a Canadian citizen, was detained by U.S. authorities at JFK 

airport in New York and then transferred secretly to Syria, where he was held for a year and 

tortured.  Released without charge by the Syrian authorities and allowed to return home to 

Canada, Arar received an apology and compensation from the Canadian government after it 

conducted a thorough investigation that determined Arar had never had any connection to 

terrorism. 

What follows is an excerpt of testimony given under oath via video-link on October 18, 2007 

before a congressional Joint Oversight Hearing titled “Rendition to Torture: The Case of Maher 

Arar,” held by the House Committee on Foreign Affairs, Subcommittee on International 

Organizations, Human Rights, and Oversight with the House Committee on the Judiciary, 

Subcommittee on the Constitution, Civil Rights, and Civil Liberties. 

Source: http://foreignaffairs.house.gov/110/ara101807.pdf   
 

I am here today to tell you my story about how I was detained, interrogated, transported 

to Syria, tortured, and kept there in a 3 foot by 6 foot, unlit grave-like cell, away from my 

family for nearly a year. The physical and mental torture that I experienced during this 

time continues to haunt me daily. I am a victim of extraordinary rendition. I hope that my 

story will help shed more light on the administration’s role in this illegal and immoral 

practice of outsourcing torture by sending suspects to countries known to practice torture 

to extract information.  

 

…when I saw photos of the Syrian president, … I realized I was indeed in Syria… 

 

At about 1:00 a.m., guards came to take me to the basement. They opened a door, and I 

looked in. I could not believe the cell I saw. I asked how long I would be kept in this 

place. He did not answer, but put me in and closed the door.  

 

The cell was like a grave. It was three feet wide, six feet deep, and seven feet high. It had 

a metal door, with a small opening in it that did not let in light because there was a piece 

of metal on the outside for sliding things into the cell. There was a small opening in the 

ceiling, about one foot by two feet with iron bars. Over that was another ceiling, so only a 

little light came through this. There were cats and rats up there, and from time to time the 

cats urinated through the opening into the cell. There were two blankets, two dishes and 

two bottles. One bottle was for water and the other one was used for urinating during the 

night. Nothing else. No light. 

 

I spent ten months and ten days inside that grave. 
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The day after I arrived I was taken upstairs. The beating started that day and was 

veryintense for a week and then less intense for another week. They beat me with a 

shredded electrical cable about 2 inches in diameter. One of the men beating me said that 

he could not believe the United States would send someone innocent here. 

 

During this period of intense interrogation, I was usually taken to a waiting room from 

where I could hear other prisoners being tortured and screaming. I would be questioned 

for a couple of hours, put in a waiting room to hear the other screams and cries, and then 

brought back to continue the interrogation. One time, I heard them banging a man’s head 

repeatedly on a desk really hard. The women’s screams haunt me the most.  

 

My second and third days there were the worst. They used the cable again and hit me 

everywhere on my body. One of the interrogators asked if I knew what this was. I was 

crying. I said, ‘Yes, I know what it is. It’s a cable.’ He said, ‘Open your right hand. I 

opened my right hand and he beat me very strongly. He said, ‘Open your left hand.’ I 

opened my left hand. He beat me on my left palm. Then he stopped and asked me 

questions. I said to him, ‘I have nothing to hide.’ They mostly aimed at my palms, but 

sometimes missed and hit my wrists. They were sore and red for three weeks. They also 

struck me on my hips and lower back. 

 

The interrogators constantly threatened me with the metal chair, tire and electric shocks. 

The tire is used to restrain prisoners while they torture them by beating on the soles of 

their feet. I was fortunate because they put me in the tire, but only as a threat. I was not 

beaten while in the tire. 

 

After the interrogators hit me with the cable, they would beat me with their hands – 

hitting me on the stomach and on the back of my neck and slapping me in the face. My 

skin turned blue from bruising where they hit me with the cables, but there was no 

bleeding… 

 

At the end of each day they would always say: “Tomorrow will be harder for you.” So 

each night I could not sleep. I did not sleep for the first four days at all. I slept no more 

than two hours a day for about two months after that.  

 

… 

 

I had a very hard time in December. On three different occasions, memories crowded my 

mind such that I thought I was going to lose control. I just screamed and screamed. I 

could not breathe well after these occasions, and felt very dizzy. One time when this 

happened a guard took me to wash my face.  
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The only times I left my grave-like cell were for interrogations and for the consular visits 

I received from the Canadian Embassy. Daily life in that place was hell. I was allowed to 

bathe once a week with cold water. I was not allowed to exercise. I must have lost about 

40 pounds… 

 

… 

 

These past few years have been a nightmare for me. Since my return to Canada, I have 

lived in constant psychological pain. This pain manifests in various forms. … I have 

nightmares and recurring flashbacks, and constantly fear flying and being kidnapped 

again. My body is slowly healing, but the cognitive and psychological scars are still with 

me. 

 

… I now understand how fragile our human rights and freedoms are, and how easily they 

can be taken from us by the very same governments and institutions that have sworn to 

protect us. I also know that the only way I will ever be able to move on in my life and 

have a future is if I can find out why this happened to me, and help prevent it from 

happening to others. 
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Testimony of Abu Zubaydah 
 

Abu Zubaydah is a Saudi Arabian citizen, sentenced to death in Jordan and currently held in 

U.S. custody in Guantanamo Bay detention camps, in Cuba.  Arrested in Pakistan in March 

2002, Abu Zubaydah has been in US custody for more than ten years, four-and-a-half of them as 

a ghost detainee in the CIA secret prison network.   During that period, he was tortured, 

including being waterboarded 83 times.  He was transferred to Guantanamo in September 2006. 

 

The following testimony is an excerpt of Abu Zubaydah’s first-hand account of his interrogation 

in a secret CIA prison. Abu Zubaydah’s testimony is included in a report by the International 

Committee for the Red Cross about the treatment of detainees in U.S. custody (see 

http://bit.ly/MmILUn). Source: www.reckoningwithtorture.org  

 

When I was let out of the box I saw that one of the walls of the room had been covered 

with plywood sheeting. From now on it was against this wall that I was then smashed 

with the towel around my neck. I think that the plywood was there to provide some 

absorption of the impact of my body. The interrogators realized that smashing me against 

the hard wall would probably quickly result in physical injury. During these torture 

sessions many guards were present, plus two interrogators who did the actual beating still 

asking questions, which the main interrogator left to return when the beating was over. 

After the beating I was then placed in the small box. They placed a cloth or cover over 

the box to cut out all light and restrict my air supply. As it was not high enough even to 

sit upright, I had to crouch down. It was very difficult because of my wounds. The wound 

on my leg began to open and started to bleed. I don’t know how long I remained in the 

small box, I think I may have slept or maybe fainted.  

 

I was then dragged from the small box, unable to walk properly and put on what looked 

like a hospital bed, and strapped down very tightly with belts. A black cloth was then 

placed over my face and the interrogators used a mineral water bottle to pour water on the 

cloth so that I could not breathe. After a few minutes the cloth was removed and the bed 

was rotated into an upright position. The pressure of the straps on my wounds was very 

painful. I vomited. The bed was then again lowered to a horizontal position and the same 

torture carried out again with the black cloth over my face and water poured on from a 

bottle. On this occasion my head was in a more backward, downwards position and the 

water was poured on for a longer time. I struggled against the straps, trying to breathe, 

but it was hopeless. I thought I was going to die. I lost control of my urine. Since then I 

still lose control of my urine when under stress.  

 

I was then placed again in the tall box. While I was inside the box loud music was played 

again and somebody kept banging repeatedly on the box from the outside. I tried to sit 

down on the floor, but because of the small space the bucket with urine tipped over and 

spilt over me. I remained in the box for several hours, maybe overnight. I was then taken 
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out and again a towel was wrapped around my neck and I was smashed into the wall with 

the plywood covering and repeatedly slapped in the face by the same two interrogators as 

before. I was then made to sit on the floor with a black hood over my head until the next 

session of torture began.  

 

This went on for approximately one week. During this time the whole procedure was 

repeated five times. On each occasion, apart from one, I was suffocated once or twice and 

was put in the vertical position on the bed in between. On one occasion the suffocation 

was repeated three times. I vomited each time I was put in the vertical position between 

the suffocation. During that week I was not given any solid food I was only given Ensure 

to drink. My head and beard were shaved everyday. I collapsed and lost consciousness on 

several occasions. Eventually the torture was stopped by the intervention of the doctor. I 

was told during this period that I was one of the first to receive these interrogation 

techniques, so no rules applied. It felt like they were experimenting and trying out 

techniques to be used later on other people.  
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This poem is from the book Poems from Guantánamo: The Detainees Speak, edited by Marc 

Falkoff (2007).  

 

 

Is it true? 
 
Is it true that the grass grows again 
after rain? 
Is it true that the flowers will rise up 
in the Spring? 
Is it true that birds will migrate home again? 
Is it true that the salmon swim back up 
their stream? 
 
Is it true.  This is true.  These are all miracles. 
But is it true that one day we’ll leave 
Guantanamo Bay? 
Is it true that one day we’ll go back 
to our homes? 
 
I sail in my dreams, I am dreaming of home. 
To be with my children, each one part of me; 
To be with my wife and the ones that I love; 
To be with my parents, 
my world’s tenderest hearts. 
I dream to be home, to be free from this cage. 
 
 
But do you hear me, oh Judge, 
do you hear me at all? 
We are innocent, here, 
we’ve committed no crime. 
Set me free, set us free, if anywhere still 
Justice and compassion remain in this world! 
 
— Osama Hassan Abu Kabir, Guantanamo Detainee 
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RECKONING WITH TORTURE: Help Make the Movie! 
 

• Consider incorporating this project into your plans for June 26 

• Make arrangements to videotape participants reading one of the documents 

• If your vigil will be outside, take care to do the filming in a space with minimal 
background noise (either inside or away from traffic and other noises), but 
creative visuals and iconic locations are encouraged. 

 
“Reckoning With Torture” is the story of ordinary Americans standing up and doing what 
our government so far has failed to do—telling the truth about the scope and human 
cost of America’s post-9/11 torture program.  
 
Over the past 2 years, director Doug Liman (Bourne Identity, Mr & Mrs. Smith, 
Swingers), the American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU), and PEN American Center have 
staged and filmed readings from formerly classified documents and other materials, 
featuring some of the country’s leading writers and actors alongside former military and 
intelligence officers.  
 
This spring, Liman launched the website www.reckoningwithtorture.org and 
issued a national call for footage, asking people of conscience throughout the 
country to film themselves reading these same documents. Later this year, Liman 
will intercut scenes from this crowdsourced footage with the staged readings, creating a 
film that is both a rolling national performance of the “Reckoning With Torture” script 
and the record of a citizen-driven movement to demand accountability and to honor the 
many servicemen and women who stood up to stop the torture. 
 
Over the last year – from the Arab Spring to the "Occupy" movement here in the United 
States – the world has seen how social media can transform burgeoning causes and 
movements. Reckoning With Torture relies on this same energy and technology, and 
provides a way for Americans to add their voices to the campaign against torture.  
 
Today, more than ten years after the first prisoners arrived at Guantánamo, not one 
senior official has been called to account for the torture and abuse of detainees there, in 
secret CIA prisons, or in Iraq or Afghanistan. Not one of those who was abused has 
received an apology or restitution for his treatment. And none of the courageous 
servicemen and women who stood up to stop the abuse have received the public 
recognition they deserve. The United States, a leading proponent of accountability for 
human rights abuses internationally, now offers its own model of how not to confront 
and reckon with torture. 

 

On the website, you’ll find all the documents and  

a complete step-by-step guide for videotaping the readings: 

www.reckoningwithtorture.org  
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For Immediate Release – June 25, 2012 
 

Local Group Joins National Day of Vigils to Mark  
UN International Day in Support of Torture Victims 

 
Local vigil honors torture survivors on Tuesday, June 26 

 
Contact:  [SPECIFIC CONTACT NAME]; [cell phone]; [e-mail] 
 
On Tuesday, June26, communities across the country – from Santa Cruz, CA, to Baltimore, MD 
– are joining their voices together to honor the courage and struggle of torture survivors by 
organizing vigils that feature reading personal testimony and poems by survivors.  In [Our 
Town], the vigil is co-sponsored by [list primary sponsors] and will be held at [time, place]. 
  
June 26 is the UN International Day in Support of Torture Victims, marking the anniversary of 
the UN Convention Against Torture coming into force.  President Reagan signed the Convention 
in 1988, and the US Senate ratified it in 1994.  
 
On Sunday, June 24th, two dozen national religious and human rights organizations joined in a 
march in Washington, DC, led by dozens of people in orange jumpsuits and culminating in a 
rally in front of the White House.  While honoring the stories of torture survivors, the 
demonstrators called for accountability for US-sponsored torture, the closure of the prison at 
Guantanamo Bay, and the repeal of federal laws authorizing indefinite detention. 
 
[SPECIFIC LOCAL LEADER] offered a statement describing the importance of holding a vigil in 
our community: 
 

[STATEMENT] 

 
 
WHAT: Local vigil organized in solidarity with events across the country  
 
WHO: [List sponsoring groups]  
            
WHERE: [LOCATION] 
 
WHEN: Tuesday, June 26 at [TIME] 
 
 

# # # 
 
 

 


