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On December 10, a UK court 
overturned a decision not to extradite 
Julian Assange, the founder of 
WikiLeaks, to the US. On what basis 
did the court make this decision?

The Julian Assange and WikiLeaks 
case is, without exaggeration, the 
most important case on press 
freedom in a century. From Amnesty 
International to Human Rights Watch, 
from the American Civil Liberties 
Union (ACLU) to the International 
Federation of Journalists (IFJ) and 
Reporters Without Borders (RSF)—all 
the important organisations have 
condemned the prosecution of Julian 
Assange, denouncing its devastating 
impact on journalism and on the 
public’s right to know.

However, the British justice system 
has completely rejected the press 
freedom arguments, to the extent 
that, till date, the whole extradition 
case revolves around the physical 
and mental conditions of Julian 
Assange. The US extradition request 
was initially rejected by District Judge 
Vanessa Baraitser, exclusively on the 
grounds that it would be oppressive 
to send him to the US because he is 
at serious risk of suicide. The British 
High Court of Justice did not reject 
this risk, but quite the opposite; the 
US tried to argue that “the judge 
erred in her overall assessment of 
the evidence going to the risk of 
suicide,” but the High Court rejected 
this ground of appeal. However, it 
accepted the “diplomatic assurances” 
given by the US authorities that 
he would not be held in total 
isolation, under the so-called Special 
Administrative Measures (SAMs), 
and would not be incarcerated in 
the most extreme US prison, ADX 
Florence—unless he commits any 
future act that would require such 
extremely harsh measures—which 
will reduce his suicide risk, hence the 
WikiLeaks founder can be extradited. 
Amnesty has publicly stated that those 

assurances are completely unreliable.

Was the court’s decision justified, 
given that the CIA had made secret 
plans to assassinate or illegally 
extradite Assange while he was in the 
Ecuadorian embassy in London, going 
so far as to risk a “gunfight” in the 
streets of London?

The British justice system has never 
cared about the destruction of 
Julian Assange—it has actively and 
relentlessly pursued it. The Crown 
Prosecution Service greatly contributed 
to creating the legal and diplomatic 
quagmire that kept Julian Assange 
arbitrarily detained from 2010 to 
2019. It was completely indifferent to 
the impact of this arbitrary detention 
on Assange’s health. And the Crown 
Prosecution Service is now assisting 
the US authorities in extraditing him 
to a country that wants to bury him in 
prison for life for doing journalism—
revealing extraordinarily important 
information in the public interest.

The British courts have completely 
ignored the decision of the UN 
Working Group on Arbitrary 
Detention, which called for Assange 
to be released and compensated. 
They have completely ignored the 
UN special rapporteur on torture, 
Nils Melzer, who established that 
the WikiLeaks founder had been 
psychologically tortured. As the great 
British director Ken Loach wrote in his 
preface to my Italian book, “Il Potere 
Segreto. Perché vogliono distruggere Julian 
Assange e WikiLeaks,” which will be 
available in English next year, this case 
is a “monstrous injustice.” The British 
High Court has simply followed that 
path, ruling that he can be extradited 
to a country whose intelligence 
agencies planned to assassinate him.

Assange has recently had what has 
been described as a mini stroke while 
in Belmarsh prison. UN Special 
Rapporteur Nils Melzer said that the 
US was trying to kill Assange by forcing 

him to stay in detention. What are your 
thoughts on this situation?

I completely agree with Nils Melzer 
that the UK is literally torturing him 
to death. People might think that 
this is an exaggeration, because the 
British authorities don’t waterboard 
him and they don’t burn cigarettes on 
his arms. But the point is that there is 
no need for cigarette burns on Julian 
Assange’s arms when you can 
bring him to the brink of suicide, 
through nine years of arbitrary 
detention, without even an hour a 
day outdoors and no way out.

With my newspaper—initially 
the leading Italian newsmagazine 
l’Espresso and the Italian daily La 
Repubblica, and today the major 
Italian daily Il Fatto Quotidiano—I 
have worked on the WikiLeaks 
secret documents since 2009. I have 
known Julian Assange for over a 
decade, witnessing the hell he has 
gone through, while the media 
laughed at him for saying the US 
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was after him and other WikiLeaks 
journalists for publishing the secret 
documents on the Afghan and Iraq 
wars, the US diplomacy cables and 
the Guantanamo files. Every morning, 
I wake up terrified that he may have 
committed suicide or may have died 
in prison. It’s very obvious that the 
American and British authorities 
want to break him, and they are 
succeeding: his physical and mental 
health is seriously impaired.

Why is the US government so desperate 
to kill or get their hands on Assange? 
Out of all the journalists in the world, 
what is so special about him in their 
eyes?

The US authorities want him and the 
WikiLeaks journalists in prison for 
life because they did not just expose 
their dirty secrets; they made billions 
of people realise that the war against 
secrecy—when secrecy is not used to 
protect citizens, but rather to cover up 
state criminality at the highest level—
can be won. That is a devastating 
prospect for the US authorities, and 
actually for the US’s enemies as well. 
Russia, China, North Korea, and Iran 
may have been very happy to see how 
WikiLeaks exposed US war crimes, 
torture, and extrajudicial killings by 
drones; they may have been happy 
when WikiLeaks embarrassed the US. 

But at the same time, they fear that, 
sooner or later, it might happen to 
them as well. They could be the next 
to have their dirty secrets exposed.

In the digital world, it’s very 
difficult to control secrets. The fact that 
in less than a decade, the Pentagon, 
the Department of State, the CIA and 
the NSA lost control of their dirty 
secrets demonstrates how vulnerable 
they are. And so the US, its allies and 
its enemies need a tragic ending: they 
need to show anyone who dares to do 
what Julian Assange and WikiLeaks 
have done that the consequences of 
such actions are devastating. They 
have to build a powerful deterrent to 
terrify everyone, which is what they 
are doing to Julian Assange. Whereas 
we journalists, intellectuals, artists 
want the exact opposite: we want to 
build a world in which journalists and 
whistleblowers can reveal war crimes 
and torture, and be safe and free 
afterwards. We want to build a world 
where the highest levels of power are 
accountable, and are not above the 
law.

Daniel Ellsberg, who released the 
Pentagon Papers, said that this was 
the single most important press-related 
case in history. Why, then, don’t we see 
more mention of it in the international 
press? Shouldn’t there be outrage, given 

the legal precedent it would set for 
journalists around the world?

I think that in the last two years, many 
things have changed and we are now 
seeing a mobilisation in support of 
Julian Assange and the WikiLeaks 
journalists. All the press giants are 
running editorials opposing his 
extradition; the biggest journalistic 
unions are opposing it; artists and 
intellectuals are speaking out. I will 
not forget the media’s role in crushing 
Julian Assange and the WikiLeaks 
journalists—thereby making a long 
demonisation campaign against 
him possible—but the brutal arrest 
of Assange and the charges against 
him have made media people realise 
how devastating this case is for press 
freedom globally. We need even more: 
we need a mass mobilisation, millions 
from London to New York, from 
Dhaka to Rome, taking to the streets to 
ask for the US to drop the charges and 
the investigation into the WikiLeaks 
journalists. Only mass mobilisation 
can save them—British and American 
justice systems won’t save them. The 
British and American justice systems 
keep protecting the war criminals 
and the torturers—that is who they 
are—whereas we want a world where 
the war criminals go to prison and the 
journalists are free and safe.
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someone who 
has attended 
every single 
climate 
change 
conference 
under the 
United 
Nations 
Framework 

Convention on Climate Change 
(UNFCCC)—the Conference of 
Parties (COP)—one thing I have 
learnt is that waiting until a COP 
is held to prepare to get something 
out of it simply does not work. If a 
country or a group of countries—or 
anyone else for that matter—wants 
to influence the outcome of a climate 
change conference, the work needs to 
start as soon as the curtain falls on its 
preceding conference.

In other words, as we have just 
returned from the 26th Conference 
of Parties (COP26), held in Glasgow, 
Scotland in November, we must 
immediately start to prepare 
ourselves for COP27, which is 
scheduled to be held in Sharm El-
Sheikh, Egypt in November 2022.

An even more important reason 
for this is that many of the key 
decisions that could and should have 
been finalised in COP26 have been 
left for COP27.  

As we prepare for COP27, an 
important event we will have to plan 
for is the Subsidiary Bodies meeting 
of the UNFCCC, which is scheduled 
to take place in Bonn, Germany in 
June 2022, which will be used as the 
platform to carry forward many of the 
agenda items from COP26 to COP27. 
This is an important stepping stone to 
get the COP27 agenda items well-
prepared while aiming for a good 
outcome of the climate summit next 
year. 

There are also a number of items 
that have already been mandated to 
be discussed further in the Subsidiary 
Bodies meeting, including the 
functions of the Santiago Network on 
Loss and Damage (SNLD) as well as 
the Glasgow Dialogue on Loss and 
Damage. 

As an outcome on the finance for 
loss and damage is one of the major 
solutions expected from COP27, this 
topic will need to be developed and 
worked on throughout the coming 
year.

Another very important outcome 

of COP26 that has to be taken 
forward is the Glasgow-Sharm 
El-Sheikh work programme on the 
global goal on adaptation (GGA), 
which was one of the major positive 
outcomes of COP26. 

This will also require holding a 
number of workshops and meetings 
with governments as well as scientists 
in order to try to come up with 
options for the governments to 
review and agree on at COP27. An 
important milestone in this regard 
is the upcoming publication of 
the 6th Assessment Report (AR6) 
of Working Group 2 on Impacts, 
Vulnerability and Adaptation of the 
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate 
Change (IPCC), expected in early 
2022. This report will provide the 
latest knowledge and evidence of the 

success of different ways of adaptation 
to climate change, which can then be 
considered in developing the GGA.

Bangladeshi scientists will also be 
making an important contribution on 
this issue as we promote the concept 
of, as well as practise, Locally Led 
Adaptation (LLA), which focuses 
on building the adaptive capacity of 
vulnerable communities from the 
bottom up, and in which Bangladesh 
is an acknowledged world leader. 

An important expectation from 
COP26, to which the Climate 
Vulnerable Forum (CVF), under 
the leadership of Prime Minister 
Sheikh Hasina of Bangladesh, made 
a very significant contribution, was 
agreement for every country to make 
an annual update of their respective 
Nationally Determined Contributions 
(NDC) plans, to reduce emissions 
of greenhouse gases, instead of 

the previously agreed five-year gap 
between updates. Although this 
remains a voluntary commitment, 
many countries are expected to 
honour this agreement and update 
their NDCs by COP27 next year.

The CVF, under the leadership 
of Bangladesh, played a significant 
role in COP26, and even though 
Bangladesh will be handing over 
the chair to Ghana before COP27, it 
will nevertheless remain one of the 
Troika of CVF leaders for the next two 
terms. So Bangladesh will continue 
to play a major role in the political 
leadership that the CVF has acquired. 
One aspect of that leadership was the 
fact that when COP26 started, there 
were 47 developing countries in the 
CVF; by the end of COP26, seven 
new members were added to the 

forum. Thus, the CVF has emerged as 
a significant political force on climate 
change issues—even beyond the 
climate summits.

Hence, Bangladesh as a key leader 
needs to prepare itself for a successful 
outcome in COP27 next year, by 
participating effectively in every 
single international meeting that will 
take place around the world every 
week, in order to push our agenda 
for successfully tackling the global 
problem of human-induced climate 
change, which now needs daily 
actions. Both the government and 
civil society actors from Bangladesh 
can play vital roles in tackling climate 
change, but the work has to start right 
now.

Dr Saleemul Huq is the director of the 

International Centre for Climate Change and 

Development (ICCCAD) at the Independent 

University, Bangladesh (IUB).

Now it’s time to start 
preparing for COP27

POLITICS OF 
CLIMATE CHANGE

SALEEMUL HUQ
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