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Introduction

Up until the start of the twenty-first century, the Internet’s value to human rights organisations was seen almost
exclusively in terms of its communication capabilities and its potential for information gathering and dissemination.
It is only since then that organisations have begun to utilise it as a site for action. This paradigmatic shift in
thinking[1] has resulted in a range of well organised online campaigns, as well as countless calls for people to sign
electronic petitions and send emails to state actors, corporate headquarters, media outlets and other target groups.
In 2000 Amnesty International took one of the first and most significant steps into the world of online human rights
activism. It launched a major campaign against torture in October of that year which focused on three main
interrelated areas: preventing torture, confronting discrimination, and overcoming impunity. The Campaign to Stop
Torture sought to have human rights activists throughout the world “join forces to step up the fight against torture
and hold governments accountable”[2]. The key components in the strategy to achieve this were the creation of a
platform for mass public action and the delivery of the anti-torture message to as many people as possible. The
medium chosen to achieve these objectives was the Internet.

This paper reviews Amnesty’s tactical use of the Internet as a tool for online activism in the Campaign to Stop
Torture, and in particular at the contribution of the website, http://www .stoptorture.org, which was created for the
campaign. It analyses the effectiveness of the online activism approach taken, and examines the lessons for non-
governmental human rights organisations.

Stoptorture.org

Part of the success of Amnesty International’s campaigning lies in its structure, which gives it the ability to
simultaneously run global campaigns from its International Secretariat (IS) in London and local campaigns through
its national sections [3]. The Campaign to Stop Torture was one of the most global campaigns ever undertaken by
the organisation, with launches in over 60 countries. It was managed centrally from the IS but it depended on
mobilising the worldwide Amnesty membership, which at that time was spread across 160 countries and was in the
region of 1.3 million [4].

The campaign aimed to bring people around the world together in a collective effort to eradicate torture. It
challenged the use of torture as an instrument of political oppression, and it also highlighted the torture and ill-
treatment of convicted and suspected criminals. It emphasised abuses based on identity, especially abuses against
women and children, and it sought to make governments accountable for all acts of torture, including those
committed by private individuals.

The Campaign to Stop Torture used the Internet for two purposes; firstly to try to extend the protection of
international scrutiny to a wide number of potential victims, and secondly to provide the public with more
opportunities for action. A new campaign website, www .stoptorture.org, which the press release at the time said
would “change the face of human rights campaigning” [5] went live on 18 October 2000. The public could register
there to receive the latest appeal cases by email or mobile phone text message anywhere in the world. By replying
via email or mobile phone they were then included in an online petition, and a pre-written email was sent
immediately to the relevant authorities. Those who registered were offered screensavers and other freeware, and
website visitors were encouraged to send postcards to friends telling them about the campaign. The Stop Torture
website also provided visitors with the latest campaign information, and Amnesty reports and publications were
made available in English, Arabic, Spanish and French.

For the 2002 — 2006 operational period, Amnesty shifted its campaigning priorities to its Control Arms [6] and Stop
Violence Against Women [7] campaigns. As a result, the Campaign to Stop Torture was downgraded to ongoing
country-by-country work, even though the practice was far from eradicated. Consequently, the website was also
taken down and replaced with just an information website on torture. This new website,

http://www .amnesty.org/stoptorture, was re-positioned within Amnesty’s main site, where it became a more
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integrated part of the organisation’s overall web presence. The Stoptorture.org URL is still maintained, however.
The use of online petitions in campaigns has also continued and even developed further in more recent campaigns
[8], but the tactic of sending email notifications to the authorities when supporters sign has been discontinued,
largely because of questions over its effectiveness.

The Achievements of Stoptorture.org

While it was active, Stoptorture.org generated a high level of support amongst those who subscribed, and was
successful in getting many people that were not previously involved in Amnesty’s work to take action - partly
because it enabled individuals to act politically without organisational affiliations, unlike the more traditional forms
of activism [9]. And despite the high degree of management that it required and the resources needed for site design
and technical infrastructure, internal evaluations concluded that the premises underlying the website were sound.

In the first 12 months of its operation, up to 26 September 2001, 17 separate actions were issued on Stoptorture.org.
Each of these focused attention on the torture or the risk of torture of an individual or group in one of the following
countries: Turkey (2 separate cases), Lebanon, Indonesia (2 cases), Mexico (2 cases), Iran, China (2 cases), the
Democratic Republic of Congo, Equador, the United Arab Emirates, Brazil, Malaysia (2 cases) and Israel. Between
1600 and 10,900 people from all over the world participated in each of these; the numbers depended in part on how
long the case remained open [10].

Figure 1: stoptorture.org statistics: Oct 2000 to Sep 2001

During the 12 month period up to 8 October 2001, a total of 32,791 subscribers from 188 countries registered on
Stoptorture.org. The countries with the highest numbers of subscribers were the US (18.4 percent of the total), UK
(14.8 percent), Canada (6.8 percent), France (6.6 percent) and Australia (5.8 percent). Interestingly, with the
exception of France, these were the countries with the highest English-speaking Amnesty membership at the time
[11]; although the actions themselves were available in French and Spanish, the site navigation, instructions and
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registration were only in English, and this may have had an impact on who subscribed. Over 4,000 subscribers also
opted to receive the action alerts by SMS text message. These mobile phone recipients had the option of signing the
online petition by simply pressing the reply button.

While Amnesty’s existing membership base was crucial to the success of Stoptorture.org, a survey of over 700
subscribers indicated that 36 percent were not involved with the organisation prior to signing up. In countries where
Amnesty already had a national presence, it thus presented an opportunity for the organisation to expand its
membership base; 95 percent of those who were not previously involved indicated that they would consider getting
involved with its human rights work in other ways [12]. The statistics from the website also show that there were
subscribers from countries where there were no Amnesty structures; even in countries where the rights to freedom of
expression and assembly are threatened, this form of cyber-activism presented possibilities for human rights
advocates.

The impact of Stoptorture.org for the most important stakeholders, the victims of human rights abuse, also seems
positive. Amnesty reported that out of 18 urgent actions posted on the website, involving 79 individual detainees in
11 different countries, 32 were released from detention or saved from torture or imminent extrajudicial execution
[13]. This success rate compares very favourably with that of Amnesty’s separate and well established Urgent
Action (UA) Network, where members respond to urgent cases of human rights violations by sending appeal letters,
faxes or emails to the relevant authorities; in 2000, for example, positive developments were reported in one-fifth of
the 499 UA cases issued [14]. While several factors may have contributed to the higher success rate of the
Stoptorture.org cases, including the types of cases selected, the volume of emails sent to the authorities in a short
period of time cannot be discounted.

Is Cyberactivism Effective?

Amnesty cannot prove that the letter-writing actions it began in the 1960s directly or solely influence outcomes,
although anecdotal evidence suggests that they do bring positive results [15]. In terms of email, the picture is equally
if not more vague, but one thing is clear; the new medium significantly increases the speed and scope of action from
Amnesty members and supporters. Even though Stoptorture.org was aimed exclusively at those with access to
information and communication technologies (ICTs), this has not in itself limited the effectiveness of the campaign.
Because of the history and development of the organisation, a high percentage of Amnesty members have access to
the Internet and not surprisingly many of these prefer to send emails than to write letters. With Stoptorture.org,
Amnesty was simply recognising this trend within its own membership.

By the early part of this decade even governments were becoming more dependent on ICTs. Since they needed to
continue to receive emails in order to function, they could not completely ignore floods of electronic appeals from
human rights advocates. The intent with Stoptorture.org was not to block or disrupt the information and
communications infrastructure of the recipient authorities; while other groups engaged in this type of ‘hactivism’ to
draw attention to human rights issues [16], Amnesty did not. The email flows were monitored and controlled, often
to the extent that the target address was changed to avoid unnecessary disruption to the recipients. And while there
were threats of court action by governments, no cases were brought against Amnesty as a result of their organised e-
campaigning tactics. Indeed, it was primarily to avoid allegations of hactivism or spamming that Amnesty recorded
and made available (online) the names of all those who had signed the petitions and agreed to be listed [17].
Nonetheless, the effectiveness of email when it comes to influencing abusive governments is still open to question
[18]. Firstly, the response of authorities to electronic messages is varied and the impact is not as predictable as in the
case of conventional mail and faxes, although they cost less to send. Whereas letters must be sorted, documented
and filed in most government offices, it is easy to simply read the subject line of an email and then delete it, or to
shut down the accounts if there are floods of incoming appeals. In addition, emails may never even reach their
intended recipient in countries with unreliable ICT systems or ones that cannot cope with a sudden influx of emails.
And finally, there may be suspicion over the originators of the emails. The senders’ addresses may look
unconvincing (or worse, offensive) because of the abundance of playful usernames. Or there might be grounds for
believing that some or all of the emails were automatically generated because of the similarity of the subject line and
message content.

Indeed, the generation of identical notifications to the authorities for each person that “signed” the online petition
was one of the key drawbacks of the Stoptorture.org website. Amnesty has always believed that the more diverse a
letter-writing campaign is, the better its chances for getting the attention and respect of government officials. This
applies to online as well as offline activism, so the organisation has now moved from the use of the auto-generated
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messages to one where activists are encouraged to send emails with distinct subject lines, by customising pre-
existing text on their websites.

Conclusion

Patti Whaley, who was Deputy Secretary General of Amnesty in 2002, recommended that while undertaking activist
work, NGOs should ensure that the Internet plays an appropriate role in an effective overall strategy, and that online
activism is neither treated as an end in itself or as a marginal activity for a few specialists [20]. In addition to the
questions over its effectiveness, there are other issues — many of which are particularly relevant to human rights
advocates — that must be taken into account. Accessibility is one; for a host of social, economic, technical or even
cultural reasons, most of the world’s population still does not have access to the Internet. Concerns over privacy and
personal security is another; there are real or perceived dangers inherent in adding one’s name to a petition or in
being in receipt of certain information, even electronically, in many parts of the world.

If the Internet is to contribute to greater respect for human rights throughout the world, it will not happen solely on
the basis of action sites like Stoptorture.org. Its role as a tool for action needs to be built into an overall Internet
strategy by human rights organisations. Despite the factors that impede its global reach, the tool presents great
opportunity for human rights activists in other areas like organisation, offline mobilisation, research, and human
rights education. The large transnational organisations like Amnesty that have the resources to do so must continue
to experiment with ways to exploit the Internet’s overall activism potential, to push forward towards the limits of its
usefulness in a non-exclusionary manner, and to enable other groups to learn from their experiences.
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