PRESS RELEASE  - FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE – Tuesday, December 15th
PLAYWRIGHT LYDIA BESONG STILL IN YARL’S WOOD AND DUE TO BE DEPORTED ON MONDAY

Lawyers submit fresh claim to UK Border Agency -
Supporters urged to write to Alan Johnson, Phil Woolas and Kenya Airways

Playwright Lydia Besong, a Cameroon national, is in Yarl’s Wood Detention Centre  and due to be forcibly removed from the UK on a Kenya Airways flight from Heathrow on Monday December 21 at 7pm.  Although he is not in detention, the Home Office also wants to deport her husband Bernard Batey at the same time.
Lydia,38, taught English and English Literature in Cameroon. On December 3, her play “How I Became An Asylum Seeker” was performed in front of a packed house at the Zion Theatre in Hulme, Manchester.  Bernard, also 38, ran a business selling construction materials in Cameroon.
They sought asylum in the UK on December 18 2006 and have been living in Rochdale, Greater Manchester, since then.  Their asylum claim is based on their activities with the Southern Cameroon National Council, a peaceful political organisation which campaigns for the rights of the English-speaking minority of Cameroon.  In Cameroon, both Lydia and Bernard suffered beatings, torture and imprisonment as a result of their involvement with the SCNC and Lydia was raped by a uniformed prison guard.

On October 20 this year, the UK Border Agency section of the Home Office sent a letter stating their reasons for refusing to grant asylum. The letter said documentation from Cameroon – which included evidence showing that the couple were political activists - is unreliable due to corruption in Cameroon .   
This week, Bernard and Lydia’s lawyer submitted extensive new evidence to the Home Office showing that both Lydia and Bernard were active human rights practioners in Cameroon and that they have continued their human rights work in the UK.  Bernard and Lydia have worked tirelessly at RAPAR (Refugee and Asylum Seekers Participatory Action Research) and WAST (Women Asylum-Seekers Together) with people in similar situations to their own.
In recent months, the Cameroonian state has cracked down on the SCNC even further and the couple’s supporters, who include Rochdale MP Paul Rowen, the priest and parishioners at St Anne’s Church in Belfield, Rochdale, and campaigners in Manchester, believe their lives will be in grave danger if they return to their country. Last Saturday, a vigil for Lydia was held in Manchester and was attended by100 people.
Robert Sharp, of English PEN, the charity which campaigns for writers and playwrights internationally, is calling for Lydia’s release.  He 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 freedom of expression.”
The couple’s supporters are being urged to write to Home Secretary Alan Johnson and Immigration Minister Phil Woolas asking them to cancel the planned removal and release Lydia back into the community of Greater Manchester to which she belongs. 
Supporters are also being asked to email or fax Sam Okwulehie, Group Area Manager for Kenya Airways, and urge him not to carry out the forced removal of Lydia Besong.
For more information please contact RAPAR press officer Kath Grant on  07812 471047 OR  0161 225 2260 OR Rapar’s office on 0161 834 8221.  You can also ask for Richard Goulding or Tom Lavin.    Email     kath.northernstories@googlemail.com
