
Article 14

Convention
Against
Torture

        That was the first  
time anyone believed in me.  
It was special that they did not  
give up on me. That’s the only  
thing that kept me going. I don’t  
feel the anger anymore – I’m free.

Evelyn, FASSTT Client

We were all born in Burma. 

We are Karen people. When 

our father was alive we lived 

in an armed resistance area. 

Whenever there was an 

advance by the army, we would 

have to flee, which was quite 

often. In 2000 our father passed 

away, and our life became even 

more difficult, so we had to 

move to the refugee camp.

When we were trying to escape 

from Burma we were caught 

by the Burmese military, twice. 

When you are caught you are 

tortured or forced to do terrible 

things. It was only by a miracle 

that they released us and we 

managed to cross a flooded river 

and make it to the Thai side of 

the border.

Once in Thailand, we didn’t have 

to worry about the military, but 

our troubles were far from over. 

In 2006, our mother became sick 

and she died the following year.

The oldest of us was 12 and the 

baby of the family was only one 

year old. We were very sad, all 

we could do was cry, our spirits 

were broken.

Lots of people helped us when 

we got to Australia, especially 

the counsellor from the [FASSTT 

Service]. They organised a group 

of other Karen young people , 

and we were no longer all alone. 

Belonging to this group helped 

us a lot. We didn’t feel isolated 

any more, we now had a sense of 

belonging, a safe haven – at last.

Over time we have started to feel 

happier. We have learnt English 

and now we can do all our daily 

activities by ourselves. We have 

the freedom to go to school, 

to be with our friends, and we 

celebrate Karen New Year with 

traditional dances.

We are living in a better place. 

We have the opportunity to reach 

our goals, and we are together. 

Everything changed for us when 

we came to Australia.

When I came to the [FASSTT 

Service] I was in great need, 

I felt mine was a hopeless 

situation. I call my counsellor 

my ‘special sister’. When I felt 

I had no hope, she kept me 

alive. She gave me the faith to 

believe everything would be 

OK. She gave me the power to 

keep going and be positive.

The [FASSTT Service] treated 

me like a human being, not a 

number, or just another case to 

be dealt with. They really wanted 

to help me get back on my feet 

and rebuild my life. I felt I had 

real value and they helped me to 

make radical changes which had 

a powerful effect.

Counselling and support can help 

people to overcome the most 

horrifying experiences. 

We can repair the damage done 

by torture and trauma. Yes, tough 

things have happened in my 

life, but with help we can heal 

our pain, and go on to achieve 

constructive, happy lives.

[FASSTT] have stood by me and 

helped me to move forward in 

the right direction. I would say 

to someone in a situation like 

mine, ‘if I have done this, then 

you can too’. I feel that nothing 

is impossible. There is hope for 

everyone, if they get support, to 

build themselves a new life.

I am now able to work and study. 

I feel like I am making a positive 

contribution to the country that 

was brave enough to take us in.
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In 2009, I was involved 

in the Green Revolution 

demonstrations in Iran. During 

the demonstrations I was 

detained by the Basiji Militia 

and taken to a police station, 

where I was punched and 

kicked by the police and Basiji 

before being imprisoned.

In prison I was subjected to 

torture almost daily. At one stage, 

I was tied to a chair, beaten with 

fists, doused with cold water and 

kept wet for long periods. I was 

subjected to sleep deprivation, 

sexual abuse and psychological 

torture. I was continually 

threatened with execution, and 

actually subjected to my own 

mock execution by firing squad. 

I also witnessed other prisoners 

being killed and heard them 

being tortured. I thought I was 

going to die too.

After four months of torture and 

imprisonment I was released, 

although never charged with 

any offence or taken before 

the court. After my release my 

family was routinely harassed by 

authorities to the point where we 

decided it would be best for me 

to leave Iran.

My journey to Australia was 

a long dangerous one, and at 

times I thought I would never 

make it. During my immigration 

processing in Darwin, I was 

identified as suffering from 

torture and trauma, and received 

treatment at the [FASSTT 

Service], where they diagnosed 

me with Post Traumatic Stress 

Disorder.

In 2012, I was granted Refugee 

status and my permanent 

residency visa. I received 

long term counselling with the 

Program Assisting Survivors of 

Torture and Trauma. I was able 

to deal with the symptoms of my 

PTSD, and come to terms with 

my feelings of loss and grief at 

being separated from my family 

and homeland.

Within three months of beginning 

my counselling I gained full-time 

work as a kitchen hand. I have 

now relocated interstate, but I am 

still able to access counselling via 

the Forum of Australian Services 

for Survivors of Torture and 

Trauma (FASSTT). I am currently 

training to be a chef. Without 

the counselling I would not have 

been able to build a new life for 

myself in Australia.

I was born in Iraq in 1951.  

As a young man I attended 

medical school before 

becoming an orthopaedic 

surgeon. I practised medicine 

in Iraq for 30 years. I married 

and had five children, four girls 

and a son.

After the invasion of the Coalition 

forces in 2003, something 

happened, there was a great shift 

and our world changed. We are 

not Muslim, and many people 

wanted us out of Iraq.

One day when I came home from 

work I was attacked by a group 

of people. They kidnapped me 

for three days, and threatened 

that they would kill me and my 

family unless we left Iraq. It was 

a miserable place, and a terrible 

time in our lives. We left and went 

to Syria in 2006.

We stayed in Syria for five difficult 

years. I couldn’t get any work 

and we had very little money. 

Then, in April 2011, we arrived 

in Australia. We felt free, we felt 

safe, and we felt at last we were 

being treated as human beings.

I attended meetings at the 

[FASSTT Service]. My mental 

condition was very poor, I 

was very, very depressed. I’m 

a doctor, I knew what was 

happening to me.

My counsellor was my saviour.   

I respect him very much. I love 

him - he is my brother and my 

friend. The [FASSTT Service] 

offered assistance to us without 

any discrimination. Day by day 

my family and I felt better.

In Iraq we didn’t feel safe like 

we do in Australia. We couldn’t 

just live in peace, which is all 

we wanted. We will be forever 

thankful for helping us and 

treating us with respect and 

kindness.

FASSTT members. Mohammad, Iran.

“Without the counselling I would not have been 

able to build a new life for myself in Australia.”

Australia has historically been a 

compassionate society, welcoming and 

assisting survivors of unimaginable 

circumstances from around the world.

Australia has demonstrated a 

commitment to the United Nations 

Convention Against Torture (CAT).

The CAT is ratified by 153 countries. 

It is the only treaty at the international 

level exclusively concerned with the 

eradication of torture around the world.

The UN Human Rights Council has 

called on States to provide redress to 

victims of torture, with a specific focus 

on the right to rehabilitation.

Article 14 of the CAT emphases this 

Right to Rehabilitation. By ratifying the 

convention, Australia has committed 

to making torture a crime, ensuring 

accountability for perpetrators, and 

providing redress for torture victims.

Australia has also demonstrated a 

commitment to rehabilitative services 

through the Program of Assistance to 

Survivors of Torture, which partially 

funds the work of the Forum of 

Australian Services for Survivors of 

Torture and Trauma (FASSTT).

Part of the process of successfully 

settling survivors of torture and 

trauma is the provision of rehabilitative 

counselling. Survivors are assisted to 

overcome horrific events of their past 

and are supported in building a new and 

productive life in Australia.

Torture can be physical or psychological. 

It may involve beatings, electric shock, 

sexual abuse, solitary confinement, 

mock executions, sensory or sleep 

deprivation. It can entail witnessing 

others being tortured or killed. Torture 

may involve being detained in harsh or 

inhumane conditions.

Torture has no limits, people from all 

political, religious, class or cultural 

backgrounds can become victim. Men, 

women, even children may be targeted.

The ultimate aim of torture is to 

breakdown the victim, destroying their 

capacity to function normally, and to 

gain control over their life. Torture not 

only impacts the individual, but also 

their family and community.

It has a profound, immediate and 

sustained impact on the victim’s 

physical and mental health, resulting 

in acute shame, guilt and depression.  

Survivors of torture may experience 

extreme levels of depression and 

anxiety, which can manifest into a range 

of disorders, including; sleep disorders, 

intrusive memories, low self-esteem,  

fear, anger, psychosomatic complaints 

and family and personal breakdowns.

Torture extends beyond the moments 

of physical and mental pain, it becomes 

ingrained in the individual.

The rehabilitative counselling and other 

services provided by FASSTT agencies 

to our clients have proven essential to 

their resettling process. 

Our new clients bring with them a 

seemingly insurmountable burden of 

pain, a feeling of loss at leaving behind 

family and all they know, grief, and 

a sense of being overwhelmed upon 

arrival in a foreign place.

FASSTT agencies offer support, 

guidance and counselling so our 

clients can come to terms with their 

experiences. They can work through 

their pain, and eventually create the 

foundation for what will become 

their new life. FASSTT clients have 

repeatedly proven that they can 

overcome their past, given access to 

adequate support.

Through rehabilitation, clients can 

gain empowerment, giving them the 

confidence to go on to study, establish 

careers and build themselves a 

productive life.

From their place of darkness, we assist 

them to find the light again. We believe 

every survivor of torture and trauma has 

the right to this rehabilitation.

A History of Compassion

Article 14 - A Commitment to Rehabilitation.

Torture Extends Beyond Physical Pain.

Through Rehabilitation  
Comes Empowerment.

        …torture systematically removes  

the layers of meaning that make human 

life what it is; it destroys the trust we have 

in each other – a trust that makes possible 

our loving relationships and our care for 

both those close to us and those we’ve 

never met. In this respect, torture makes 

the human inhuman – it makes all that 

matters matter no more.

Wiznewski, 2010

Companion House

Director: Ms Kathy Ragless
41 Templeton Street, Cook ACT 2614

P: 02 6251 4550  E: info@companionhouse.org.au

www.companionhouse.org.au
 

Melaleuca Refugee Centre  
Torture and Trauma Survivors Service  

of the Northern Territory

Director: Mr Ali Nur 
24 McLachlan Street, Darwin NT 0800

P: 08 8985 3311  E: admin@melaleuca.org.au

www.melaleuca.org.au

Phoenix Centre 

Director: Gillian Long 
Level 2, 116 Bathurst Street, Hobart, TAS 7000 
P: 03 6234 9138  E: phoenix@mrchobart.ort.au

www.mrchobart.org.au/content/phoenix-centre

QPASTT 
Queensland Program of Assistance  

to Survivors of Torture & Trauma

Director: Ms Tracy Worrall
28 Dibley Street, Woolloongabba QLD 4102
P: 07 3391 6677  E: admin@qpastt.org.au

www.qpastt.org.au 

STARTTS 
Service for the Treatment & Rehabilitation  

of Torture & Trauma Survivors

CEO: Mr Jorge Aroche
152-168 The Horsley Drive, Carramar NSW 2163
P: 02 9794 1900  E: startts@sswahs.nsw.gov.au

www.startts.org

There is one FASSTT member agency in each state and territory of Australia.  

The eight agencies in the FASSTT network offer direct services to survivors  

of torture and trauma, their families and communities.

ASeTTS  
Association for Services to  
Torture & Trauma Survivors

CEO: Mr Michael Jones
286 Beaufort Street, Perth WA 6000

P: 08 9227 2700  E: reception@asetts.org.au

www.asetts.org.au

asetts

Foundation House  
Victorian Foundation for Survivors of Torture

Director: Mr Paris Aristotle
6 Gardiner Street, Brunswick VIC 3056

P: 03 9388 0022   E: info@foundationhouse.org.au

www.foundationhouse.org.au

“There is hope for everyone,  

                    if they get support,  

          to build themselves a new life.”

Elisabeth. Htoo Family, Burma.
“We are living in a better place. 

 We have the opportunity to reach our goals, 

            and we are together.”

Dr Khaldoun, Iraq.
“We will be forever thankful 

         for helping us and treating us  

                    with respect and kindness.”

The hope to heal.
The right to rehabilitation.

FASSTT is a network of eight support agencies specialising in rehabilitation  

services for survivors of torture and trauma. There is a FASSTT agency in each 

Australian state and territory. Some of these agencies have been providing their 

services for over 25 years. Australia receives up to 20,000 people each year under 

our national refugee and humanitarian programs.

•  assessments and referrals

•   information

•   counselling and advocacy

•  learning and professional development

•   service innovation

•   community capacity building

•   advice to government on policies 

related to the recovery of survivors of 

torture and trauma

•   advocacy for the abolition of torture

We aim to minimise the impact of torture and trauma on the individual, their 

family, and the community in general, by providing: 

A Network of Support & Rehabilitation.

In the past 12 months 
FASSTT Services have 
assisted more than 
11,000 people from 
more than 72 countries.

40% of these people 
were female and  
34% were children  

and young people. 

We are the only national network of 

agencies providing these specialist 

services. FASSTT is critical to the 

successful  rehabilitation of refugees who 

have suffered torture or trauma, and in 

turn, critical to the successful settlement 

of survivors into the community. 

Our funding is drawn from a range 

of sources, with common funding 

received from the Department of Health 

and Ageing  through the Program of 

Assistance for Survivors of Torture  

and Trauma. 

For more information visit www.fasstt.org.au

 Survivors of torture and trauma do not have to be, from that point  

on, defined by their experiences. What FASSTT is about is giving hope to 

people who feel hopeless, who think they can’t do it.  You can do it. You  

can keep going and achieve what you thought was unachievable.

Elisabeth, FASSTT Client

         The thing about torture is that it  

steals a place in your mind that is meant  

for your development, your growth, your  

enjoyment. All that space is taken. 

Torture Survivor

         Torture marks you for life and as long as you live the 

memories will haunt you as a nightmare. You live with a feeling of 

insecurity you feel like a huge iceberg rapidly melting in the heat.

Torture Survivor

         And most of all torture is fear: if you knew it would 

last only a stated interval, perhaps you could bear it; it’s the 

not knowing, the uncertainty of menace, that drives you to 

panic. Not just what they do to you, but what they may do 

to you next, what they have the power to do to you, at any 

moment, at every moment. Millet, 1994

FASSTT services are funded by the Australian Government Department of Health  

and Ageing under the Program of Assistance to Survivors of Torture and Trauma


