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by Derrick Silove and Zachary Steel
2004
marks
the
twentieth
anniversary of the adoption of the
United
Nations
Convention
Against Torture (CAT). At this
important milestone, when we
should be celebrating progress in
the struggle against torture, we
instead
confront
the
stark
revelations of torture being
perpetrated by Coalition forces
occupying Iraq. Many aspects of
the debacle are disturbing, not
least being the fact that a chorus of
voices had already been raised,
including those in mental health
about the risks involved in the
progressive retreat on human
rights since the attacks on
September 11 and the subsequent
declared war on terror.
Why the events in Abu Ghraib
should be seen as a global human
rights crisis is self-evident: the
invasion of Iraq has been justified
in large part on human rights
grounds to depose the genocidal
Sadam Hussein and his Ba’ath
regime, a rationale given greater
prominence
when
other
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justifications (particularly the
imminent threat posed by weapons
of mass destruction) were shown
to be based on false intelligence.
While the leaders of the invading
coalition (USA, UK, Australia,
Spain) ignored United Nations
objections to the incursion, they
argued that the means (unilateral
invasion
in
violation
of
international law) justified the end
(bringing freedom, democracy
and protection of human rights
for the Iraq people).
The timing of the torture adds to
the sense of crisis. The past 50
years have been a unique period in
history in relation to the attention
given by leading world nations to
building an effective international
human rights regime. A recent
report by Amnesty International
provides a detailed account of the
painstaking efforts that have been
made since the establishment of
the United Nations aimed at
building an interdependent and
mutually reinforcing set of
conventions to prevent human

rights violations. In concert, this
edifice of human rights law aims to
close whatever loopholes exist in
the struggle to combat torture and
other cruel, inhuman and
degrading
treatments
and
punishments. Until the end of the
cold war, this edifice of human
rights law remained little more
than a paper tiger. The collapse of
the Soviet Union brought hope
that a new geo-political climate
could
be
created
where
international law and respect for
human rights would finally gain
primacy. This vision was reflected
in the establishment of the
International Criminal Court of
Justice for the prosecution of those
who have committed crimes
against humanity, a landmark step
in
ensuring
the
effective
implementation of international
human rights law. The Abu Ghraib
debacle shows, unfortunately, how
far we are away from establishing a
genuine respect for international
law that has established the
principle that human rights are
inalienable and absolute.

One of the myths exploded by
Abu Ghraib is that Western
nations are the established
bastions of the human rights
regime and that the only problem
is to ensure their enforcement in
“other”
countries,
meaning
underdeveloped countries that
do not have a long tradition of
democracy. It is true that in spite
of the prohibitions of international
law, torture continues to be
practiced in over 111 countries
worldwide, most often in countries
of the developing world. At least
Abu Ghraib and Camp Cropper
will finally dispel the tendency for
Western societies to distance
themselves from the problem of
torture as an aberrant form of
abuse typical of exotic places.
Unlike the clandestine operations
of the CIA in Central and South
America, the abuses in Iraq have
been perpetrated directly by US
military personnel with allegations
mounting about the involvement
of high-level officials in sanctioning
or at least condoning such abuses.
That the Iraqi prison is not simply

an aberration in the contemporary
geopolitical climate is indicated by
ongoing concerns about abuses at
Guantanamo Bay and other
military detention facilities holding
terror suspects, administered by
Western powers and the alleged
deliberate diversion of suspects by
coalition forces to the security
apparatus of countries known to
use torture. These reversals
indicate what many already
suspected: that without leadership,
political commitment and public
awareness, we cannot rely on
international law or on past
achievements in the human rights
arena to ensure that the nonderogable or absolute prohibition
of torture is adhered to. Clearly, at
this juncture, more voices need to
be raised to remind the world why
torture should be prohibited at all
costs.
What legitimate role can mental
health professionals have and what
can we say? First, we can talk from
the platform of a world-wide
multidisciplinary grouping of
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those mental health personnel
assisting torture survivors who
understand at a deep level the
indivisible relationship between
human rights and mental wellbeing. An important task is to
engage more fully our colleagues
in other mental health fields in
order to remind them that the
torture and trauma field is not
simply an exotic subspecialty, but is
relevant to the core business of
promoting mental health and
wellbeing. The history of psychiatry
reveals a prolonged struggle to
emancipate a persecuted minority,
the mentally ill, from incarceration
and torture, a journey that has
involved overcoming our own
misconceptions
and
misunderstandings as much as those
of
the
wider
community.
Increasingly
mental
health
professionals have realized the
absolute centrality of this struggle
to all areas of practice, since none
of our efforts have much meaning
unless we ensure that our patients
are
freed
from
prejudice,
stigmatization and marginalization
and accorded social justice and
dignified treatment. These are
precisely the issues workers in
torture and trauma services
struggle with – and, with modesty,
about which they have some lessons
to teach.
Yet we face internal controversies
that impact on how we debate
torture
within
the
mental
health community and how we
portray the problems to the
wider community. Vocal critics
have rejected psychological and
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psychiatric
interventions
on
several grounds: that notions
of trauma and disorders such
as PTSD are culture-bound to
the West and have no validity in
culturally diverse populations; that
the impact of torture and other
traumas on mental health has been
exaggerated for social, financial
and political reasons; and that
“counseling” methods are alien
or ineffective when applied across
cultures. These critics ignore the
major advances that have been
made in research in the field.
Although early studies in the field
lacked the systematic sampling
and standardized measurement
demanded
of
contemporary
research
methods,
these
investigations consistently pointed
to the wide-ranging psychiatric
complications of torture. In the
last decade, researchers have used
standard screening measures and
structured interviews to assess
mental health outcomes in torture
survivors, usually amongst refugees
and other populations exposed
to conflict. In the vast majority
of studies, torture has been
associated with elevated levels of
mental disturbances, particularly
posttraumatic stress disorder but
also depression. A series of casecontrol investigations amongst
ex-prisoners in Turkey showed that
torture survivors had consistently
elevated levels of psychiatric
morbidity and related psychosocial
problems. In a small study of
refugees in Australia, Thompson
and McGorry found higher rates
of common anxiety and depressive
symptoms in torture survivors.

Torture survivors from Bhutan
living in a refugee camp in Nepal
showed higher rates of anxiety,
PTSD and depression than their
compatriots living in the same
environment. Amongst Tamil
survivors of war and persecution
in Sri Lanka, exposure to gross
human rights violations, and
particularly to torture, constituted
the strongest predictors of chronic
PTSD post-migration. Vietnamese
refugees who had been held in
re-education camps where torture
was rife had extremely high rates
of PTSD after arrival in the US.
Momartin et al has shown that
certain patterns of gross human
rights abuses (the combination of
traumatic loss and life threat) and
consequent outcomes (particularly
comorbid PTSD and depression)
are associated with substantial
levels of disability.
The collective weight of evidence
provides a strong corrective to the
uncritical acceptance of the
assertions of the anti-PTSD lobby.
Nevertheless, we must remain
mindful of the risks involved in
applying psychiatric diagnoses to
torture survivors, a consequence
that could doubly stigmatize them
and deflect attention from more
fundamental
human
rights
concerns. These are important
considerations, but need to be
balanced against the risk of
neglecting the legitimate mental
health needs of those who have
been subject to torture and other
cruel, inhuman and degrading
treatments.
Torture
survivors
themselves seem to have voted with

their feet on these issues, attending,
as we know, in large numbers at
torture and trauma rehabilitation
services established in Australia
and worldwide in the last two
decades.
The quandary for clinicians in the
field is to portray all these
observations
honestly
and
coherently to the wider public and
to political leaders. Clearly, the
notion that torture or other forms
of human rights abuse have no
psychological impact needs to be
dispelled – it is noteworthy that,
because of the sustained critique of
the field, the issue of torture has
fallen off the agenda of agencies
such as the WHO – a very serious
outcome. Torture is a social and
moral cancer in its own right. From
a psychological perspective, it is
best seen as a potent risk factor to
mental ill-health rather than as a
toxin with invariably damaging
effects. Such a formulation allows
us to recognize fully, as we do in
our daily work, that many survivors
show remarkable resiliency and a
capacity to learn from and
transcend
their
experiences.
Renowned
professionals
and
leaders of our time (Frankl,
Mandela, Gusmao, Primo Levi, to
name but a few) have drawn on
these adverse experiences to gain a
deeper understanding of their own
humanity and to transmit these
lessons to others. We can also point
out what we know about the factors
that protect persons from adverse
outcomes or facilitate recovery
including the provision of a
supportive and safe recovery

environment, the establishment of
social and political mechanisms
that promote restorative justice,
the power of individual coping
strategies, and the support offered
by religion, pursuit of political
causes, and the capacity to access
support from family and cultural
traditions. Nevertheless, for some,
even after a life of creativity, the
long arm of torture can have tragic
consequences – witness the
recurrent depressive episodes and
final tragic suicide of Primo Levi.
Can we, as treating agents,
comment on the wider social and
institutional factors that increase
risk of torture and on measures
that might prevent such abuses?
We learn daily from the stories we
hear from our patients about the
interaction of complex political,
ecological, social, cultural and
institutional factors that collectively
conspire to trap individuals and
groups in a spiral of abuse. Abu
Ghraib prison offers a stark case
example in which many of the risk
factors should have been identified
early. At a geopolitical level, the socalled war on terror has provoked
alarm about the rush to sacrifice
human rights in the pursuit of a
narrowly defined concept of
national security. In the heat of the
moment
post-September
11,
leading countries have adopted
legislation to allow the extrajudicial detention of suspects in
clear violation of human rights
principles. The creation of the new
category of “enemy combatant”
for instance was deliberately
established to circumvent the

Geneva Conventions, established
treaties that safeguard the rights of
prisoners of war. Even prior to this,
leading Western nations actively
retarded the passage of key
provisions that serve to increase
the capacity of international and
local monitoring systems to
prevent torture and other forms of
gross human rights violations. In
particular,
there
has
been
opposition to the adoption of the
Optional
Protocol
to
the
Convention Against Torture, a
landmark provision that allows for
mandatory inspection of detention
centers. In addition, the US has
refused to join the International
Criminal Court that would allow
international
indictment
of
persons accused of war crimes and
other
gross
human
rights
violations. The US also has taken
further steps, particularly to
establish
a
UN
resolution
guaranteeing its military personnel
impunity
from
international
indictment from war crimes during
its operation in Iraq.
At a social level, the unrelenting
depiction of terrorists in the
media has made an indelible
imprint on the collective public
mind, linking people of particular
cultural and religious groups to
fundamentalism, extremism and
terrorism. Proportionately little
effort has been made by political
leaders to counter the destructive
effect of such propaganda on
communal attitudes. In a climate
where there is implied licence to
vilify
and
dehumanize
the
identified group, the risks of abuse
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escalate. Abu Ghraib offered
precisely that opportunity. If it is
true that there was a special
program of torture sanctioned or
even directed from high levels in
the US administration, then few
other explanations are needed for
the
events
that
unfolded.
Nevertheless,
these
chain-ofcommand issues remain to be
unravelled. Even if such command
authority cannot be conclusively
proven, the conditions in Abu
Ghraib were ripe for abuse.
Apparently
poorly
trained
reservists and other irregular
personnel were given responsibility
for prisoners or allowed access
to them. At least some of the
guards appear to have been
young, and from poorly educated
backgrounds. The inmates fitted
precisely the caricature that public
stereotyping had been creating in
the post-September 11 world:
Muslim persons from Arabic
backgrounds
suspected
of
terrorism. The torture methods
used appeared to be designed to
induce maximal cultural and
religious
humiliation
and
degradation in that context
(women abusing men, public
display of nudity and enforced
sexual acts; use of dogs to threaten
and humiliate naked prisoners).
This suggests a degree of
premeditation and planning. The
immediate context was also
important: a highly charged and
acrimonious setting in which the
occupiers were holding local
nationals who were perceived
(whether based on reality or not)
of advancing an irregular and
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unpredictable campaign of armed
defiance in which civilians on both
sides were being killed; occurring
in a context in which the legitimacy
of the occupation was being
strongly questioned, locally and
internationally; and where the
opposition was seen to be linked
to international terrorism and
religious fundamentalism. Although
international agencies such as the
International Committee of the
Red Cross raised concerns early in
the development of the Abu
Ghraib debacle, reporting by that
agency is restricted to the relevant
authorities. As such, if the Optional
Protocol to the CAT was given full
force and endorsed without
exception internationally, and if
all military were made fully aware
that they were subject to indictment
at the International Criminal
Court or according to the UN
mechanisms, it is conceivable that
such outcomes could have been
prevented.
The
increasingly
distressing
images of abuse emerging from
Abu Ghraib and Camp Cropper
teaches us much about the
power of propaganda and the
capacity of leaders to shape the
mass psychology of nations.
Demonization of groups whether
at home or abroad because of
their ethnicity, race, religion or
refugee status, if perceived to be
countenanced or condoned by
political leaders, sends a message
of permissiveness to prison
guards, security officers in
detention centers, combatants in
war and other state functionaries

at the ground level who are quick
to learn that as long as it occurs
behind closed doors, torture is
permissible – and there will never
be a shortage of persons willing to
commit atrocities given adequate
licence.
It clearly is time, therefore, to go
back to basics in promoting a
genuine commitment to human
rights within our society. We need
to engage in what may seem to be
a repetition of the struggles of
earlier times, except this time, we
should be better prepared for the
reality that such struggles will
never go away. We are in a
privileged position to work with
survivors of torture from diverse
cultural backgrounds. The clinical
experience and research data they
generously provide us helps to
give us the authority to talk from a
position of expertise. At the same
time, we recognize that the true
experts are the torture survivors
themselves. Wherever possible,
survivors should be given their
voice, since they are the best
educators of us all. As professionals,
we can support their cause by
rekindling multidisciplinary and
grassroots coalitions to educate
leaders in all walks of life and the
public at large about torture and
its consequences. We need to be
much more proactive in sharing
our
knowledge
about
the
outcomes of torture and about
legal,
political,
social
and
institutional factors that, if
adopted, can reduce risk of
abuse. At present, it is doubtful
whether many members of the

public know much about the
Optional
Protocol,
the
International Criminal Court or
other
provisions
aimed
at
curtailing torture and other gross
human rights violations. Nor, does
it seem, do they know about our
government’s obligations under
international treaties and the
underpinning principles that
guided the adoption of such
treaties. We need to join as a
multidisciplinary vanguard to
remedy this failure of education.
Unless we, as citizens, make human
rights a living reality, our societies
are prey to the next propagandist
who can persuade us that such
rights are expendable.
The overriding issue to bring to
our fellow citizens, however, is the
need to defend the fragile moral
fabric of our own societies, a
prerequisite to safeguarding our
communal psychosocial well-being
and indeed our mental health.
Condoning torture is fatal to that
hard-won foundation of decency
on which any worthwhile society is
grounded, and giving up that
cornerstone is a very high price to
pay for the illusion of security. 
Derrick Silove is a professor of
Psychiatry and Zachary Steel is a
senior lecturer at the Psychiatric
Research and Teaching School,
University of NSW.
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The oldest civil war has been waged by men wandering across
the wastes of Africa, armed with spears and Kalashnikovs,
fighting for survival, and a fundamentalist government, who
insists on extending their power over a rebellious south.
For two decades, Sudan has been locked in a conflict over
ethnic and religious identity and the south’s resources:
water, land and oil. OLGA YOLDI writes.

Last May, Sudan’s government and the main rebel
group the Sudanese People’s Liberation Army
(SPLA) signed several accords to end the civil war.
US Secretary of State, Colin Powell said the parties
would be invited to the White House by US President George W Bush for a signing ceremony, once
an agreement had been reached. But it remains to
be seen if it will lead to lasting peace.
In 1996, the US listed Sudan as a ‘state sponsor
of terrorism’ claiming Palestinian militant groups
such as Hamas and Islamic Jihad were operating
from Khartoum. The Clinton Administration imposed a policy of containment and isolation that
did little to produce change or reform in Sudan,
but last year the situation changed. Desperate to
shed their pariah status, and struggling under US
economic sanctions, the Khartoum hardliners
bowed to US pressure to enter peace negotiations
to end the civil war and cooperate with the war
on terror. BBC Africa reporter Martin Plaut said
US concerns over fighting terrorism, ensuring access to Sudanese oil and supporting the south all
played a part in Washington’s interest in the peace
process.
Many people are morally outraged by a war
that has left over 2 million dead, has displaced
within its borders 4.4 million people, and has destroyed the physical and moral fabric of southern
Sudanese society. Adding to the outrage was the
government’s aerial bombardment of humanitarian relief sites, the systematic denial and manipulation by the government and the rebels of relief to
civilians, the failure by the government to combat
slavery and the mounting allegations that this pattern of violence and brutality is genocidal.
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Sudan is one of the poorest
and most fractured nations in
Africa. It has rarely known stability. The country has been at war
for all but 11 of the past 48 years.
Sudan’s grievances are old; British
ruled Sudan was not a country, it
was two. Following independence
in 1956, Muslim Arabs in the north
and black Africans in the south
found themselves confined within
the same borders and, except on
maps, the country’s two halves
never became one.
Muslim Arabs and black Africans had been at odds since the
19th century, when Arabs preyed
on the African tribes of the south.
In an attempt to protect the black
Africans from Arab slavery, the
British separated north and south
and administered them separately.
Most development efforts were directed towards the North, resulting
in an educated superior Muslim
north, against a poor, underdeveloped and Christian animist south.
With independence, the ruling
northern political elite defined
Sudan as Islamic and Arab and
embarked on a program of arabisation and islamisation for the whole
country. This was perceived as another form of colonialism by the
south and a civil war started even
before the British had left Sudan
in 1956. In March 1972 an agreement gave the south a large degree
of self-government and control
over its natural resources, bringing
the first liberation war to an end.
The fragile peace lasted until 1983
when violations of the peace agreement and the discovery of oil in the
south reignited the conflict. General Ja’far Nimeiri, a fundamental-
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ist, ordered that Islamic shariah
law be applied throughout Sudan
and deprived the southern legislature of its powers. He also ordered
that oil be refined in the north. By
then, the southern soldiers had
revolted against the general and
the Sudanese People’s Liberation
Army (SPLA) was launched.
The civil war escalated into
a jihad in 1989 when a military
coup led by General Omar al-Bashir, seized power, plunging the
country into a dark age. However,
this was more than just another
military coup. Behind al-Bashir was
a radical political group called the
Islamic Liberation Front, led by Dr
Hassan al-Turabi, who wanted to
turn Sudan into a radical Islamic
country. Bashir’s new government
was made up of ideologues who
believed in an Islamic agenda with
great conviction and applied it with
great energy. They arrested and
tortured the opposition, imposed
a ban on alcohol and mixed social
gatherings, sent Muslim missionaries into the south and recruited
volunteers into Islamic militias to
fight in the south. A sophisticated
repressive machine was gradually
built with ghost houses or torture
centres and the secret police, the
feared mukhabarat who managed to
silence all dissent.
Dr Hassan al-Turabi has been
described as one of the world’s
most complex politicians. A master
of classical Arabic, he has a wide
knowledge of Western culture and
history. He reintroduced Islamic
law into Sudan, but spent years
under house arrest.
The government used slavery
and famine as crude weapons of

mass destruction, preventing aid
agencies from entering the country
or attacking them once they were
inside and confiscating aid so that
civilians would starve. The army
and government-funded militias
continuously attacked civilians and
bombed hospitals, churches and
refugee camps. They destroyed
water supplies and burned villages,
stealing seeds, crops, animals, killing men and abducting women
and children who became slaves.
No wonder the Sudanese war has
been described as a disaster of
historic proportions. It has killed
more people than any conflict
since the Second World War, produced the largest concentration of
internally displaced in the world
and turned the once fertile south
into a graveyard. Today, few people have access to clean water; few
schools, hospitals or roads remain
open and famine is a constant
threat. Yet the tragedy of Sudan has
unfolded largely without witnesses.
Writer Paul Salopek described it as
“an apocalypse in a vacuum” and
William Finnegan wrote in early
1999: “If such atrocities were perpetrated elsewhere –if Milosevic
were to unleash similar air attacks
on Kosovo, say – the outside world
would be probably outraged to the
point of action. In southern Sudan,
it might as well be happening on
the dark side of the moon.”
But two factors are bringing
new hope to Sudan. Neither has
anything to do with the suffering
of millions of Sudanese, but with
the discovery of vast reserves of oil
and with the US war on terrorism,
which appear to be pressuring reforms on the regime.

photo by Brennan Linsley AP/AAP
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OIL AND THE ARMED
STRUGGLE
Oil has been described as
“merely one more token of the
schism between Sudan’s ruling
north and neglected south”, but it
has become central to the war. But
this is a war that confounds even
the Sudanese. As Paul Salopek
wrote: “For many the north-south
war is rooted in the old toxic relationship between Arab master and
African servant. For the religious,
it is a contest between northern
Islam and southern indigenous
religions and Christianity. For the
impoverished herdsmen on the
front lines, it is a local skirmish
over a water hole or favourite pastureland … yet oil cuts, literally,
across all of Sudan’s overlapping
wars.”
When the Sudanese government chopped much of the south
into oil concessions, oil became
something for the north to claim
and for the south to contest and
brought the fighting to new areas. Today, four oil companies
are producing more than 312,000
barrels a day and more firms are
exploring other reserves. Sudan’s
annual revenue from oil has been
calculated at $2 billion. As a result,
export revenue has doubled the
government’s defence budget,
and many eyewitness reports say
that the new guns are being used
to drive tens of thousands of southerners off their land to secure the
oil underneath. While there are
no American companies in Sudan, the involvement of Canadian
and European firms in extracting
Sudanese oil has prompted disinvestment campaigns, similar to
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those directed against firms that
did business with the apartheid-era
South Africa.
Although companies from China, Malaysia, Sweden and France
are extracting oil, the criticism has
fallen hardest on Talisman Energy
Inc, a Canadian firm that has 25
percent stake in Sudan’s oil fields.
According to Karl Vick of the Washington Post, “Talisman not only did
bring technical expertise to build a
900 mile pipeline from the Heglig
oil field to Port Sudan on the Red
Sea, but it also carried the stature
of a Western oil firm, credentials
craved by the government, which
has spent more than a decade under UN and US sanctions because
of its support of terrorism.” When
its CEO and president, Dr Jim
Buckee, was challenged by human
rights organizations at the firm’s
annual general meeting last May,
he defended its record: “We share
the same values as you do … we are
doing good in Sudan.” Talisman
has indeed spent money in development projects, including clinics,
schools and wells, but the problem
is that they are mainly in garrison
towns, and thus inaccessible to the
rural people who need them.
The oil fields, mostly in west
Kordofan State and Unity State in
central Sudan, are well protected
with soldiers, tanks and helicopters. The SPLA declared oil installations a target, bombing oil rigs and
shooting at oil company planes.
The army and militias responded
by striking back against local civilians, destroying their homes, their
livelihoodd and driving them off
their land.
The SPLA, the main rebel

group, controls most of the territory in the south, populated by
Dinka, Nuer and many other ethnic groups. Its leader John Garand,
claims to be fighting for a secular
and democratic new Sudan. But
the SPLA has been accused of
mistreating as much as defending
civilians in the south. Since 1983,
some factions, mainly Nuer militias, have split off, rejoined, made
agreements and then broken
them off. Nuer and Dinka and a
variety of other tribes, have fought
against the government and the
militias but they have also killed
each other mercilessly. “There is
no fixed front line between SPLA
territory and government controlled Sudan.” Paul Salopek writes
“No walls. No razor wire fences.
No permanent thorn curtain. The
war is fluid. One army cedes power
invisibly to another, and what
changes across the no-man’s land
are things far subtler and more
profound than claims of political
control.”
But Sudan is not just divided
north-south. The conflict is considerably more complicated than
the simple Muslim Christian,
Arab-African duality. The conflict
has spread to other parts of Sudan.
The second largest armed group
is the Beja Congress, based in the
north-eastern province of Darfur,
where for years another conflict
between the government and local agriculturalists over land rights
has been brewing and has resulted
in one million people fleeing to
neighbouring Chad, to escape the
government and militia.
On the other hand, the Nuba
and Ingassana ethnic groups,

who are allied to the SPLA, have
also been fighting their own war
for autonomy against Khartoum.
Human rights organisations have
been chronicling for years the
decimation of the Nuba Mountain
region by government armed Baggara militia.
In the Nuba Mountains is another culture perceived as a threat
to the Islamic fundamentalist ideology. Because of its traditions,
Nubans often wear no clothes and
men and women mix freely. But
worse than that for the Islamic
government, some of them are
actually Muslims as well. It is quite
common to find Muslims and
Christians who follow animist traditions in the same family. In 2001,
the Sudanese government banned
humanitarian aid flights, hoping
to starve Nubas out. Thousands
died and others were forced into
government camps, but more than
a million survived and are still hoping for peace.
POWER STRUGGLES
Dr Hassan al Turabi wanted
Sudan to become a model for the
Islamic world, but after 10 years in
government the ILF had failed not
only to reform the moral, political
and economic life in Sudan, but
also to end the civil war and thereby cement national unity.
In 1989 al Turabi announced
reform. He wrote an ‘Islamic
constitution’ that listed fundamental freedoms which, although
limited, opened the door for the
opposition and the press to expose the government’s failings.
For the first time, they were able
to criticise openly the financial

and administrative corruption of
senior government officials, to
expose the government’s policies
that led to the collapse of education and health services and to
report on the protest actions of
workers, teachers and the activities
of the opposition. Elements within
the regime, uneasy about these
changes and scared of political turmoil, grouped themselves behind
al-Turabi’s rival, General Omar
al-Bashir, and pushed him to advocate their views and become their
official voice. “Al Turabi wanted to
create a civilian government similar to Iran’s Islamic republic,” said
David Lokosang, the SPLA representative in Australia, “and this is
not something al Bashir and the
military were prepared to accept.”
The regime was weakened by
the debilitating split. The arrest
of al-Turabi on charges of treason,
for independently negotiating with
the SPLA in opposition to the Bashir regime, spilled over into the
armed forces where hundreds of
Turabi loyalists were detained. Al
Bashir embarked on an offensive
to isolate the opposition. He intensified his fight against the SPLA in
the oil producing areas to ensure
oil revenues were flowing into his
regime’s coffers, but despite the
increased availability of oil money
to purchase sophisticated arms,
the Bashir-Turabi split curbed the
army’s fighting capacity.
Increased isolation and pressure from the US convinced the
government to negotiate with the
SPLA. It was becoming clear that
no side would ever win a conflict
that followed no rules and knew
no end. One analyst described it as

“a perfect war, a conflict waged at
tolerable cost, indefinitely.”
THE QUEST FOR PEACE
Islamist groups are unhappy
with the US involvement in the
Sudanese peace process, accusing
Americans of backing the rebels.
An agreement to grant the south
the right to self-determination after a six-year transition period was
signed in 2002 by the government
and the SPLA. Vice President, Ali
Osman Taha and SPLA leader,
John Garand, recently agreed on
a 50-50 split of the country’s oil
revenues.
The recent protocols cover
power sharing in three disputed
regions – Abeyei, Nuba Mountains
and Southern Blue Nile. “This was
a major obstacle,” says David Lokosang. “The government argued
that they were part of Northern Sudan and in the interim period they
should be under the administration of the North. The SPLA said
‘no’. They have a right to choose
for themselves which administration they want to be under.”
Another obstacle has been
the separation of the state and
religion. “We should hold that religion should belong to the individual and the state should belong to
us,” rebel leader Garand said. But
negotiators have agreed to allow
sharia law to prevail in Khartoum,
provided there were guarantees
for citizens of Christian and animist faiths.
A delicate issue in the peace
process is the existence of armed
groups supported by the Sudanese
government. Since the 1980s, in a
divide and rule tactic, the govern-
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ment has used militia for clearing
and controlling oil rich areas and
sowing dissent within the SPLA.
According to a recent article published by the UN Integrated Regional
Information Networks, there are still
25 militia groups in Southern
Sudan operating near garrison
towns under the umbrella of the
South Sudan Defence Forces.
“Territorial control and rivalry,
ethnic tensions, competition for
the spoils of war and distrust of the
Dinka-dominated SPLA mean that
forces or individuals within are not
willing to realign themselves. The
result is a large number of armed
and disgruntled militias with shifting and opportunistic allegiances
to different factions and leaders,”
the article says. These militias still
have the capacity to take military
control of the area and prevent
stability.
The talks have also excluded
a significant number of Sudanese
political actors. “Only when these
political parties, civic associations,
armed groups are able to participate in political debate, lobby officials and form political parties,
will all Sudanese be convinced that
there is a place for them in the
new political landscape,” says Human Rights Watch.
Elections will allow the inclusion of groups left out of the
peace talks and will put Sudan
on the way to democracy. It is
expected that they will be held
during or after the six-year transition period. But six years is a
long time in politics and many
fear that the government and the
SPLA will be nothing more than
two entrenched dictatorships
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that will close all political space
and rig the referendum. Some
political parties, excluded from
the peace talks, have cautioned
about this possible “two dictatorships outcome”. They believe that
neither the Sudanese government
nor the SPLA should be allowed
to maintain one party rule in the
south. David Lokosang claims that
the SPLA is committed to democracy: “We have been fighting for
justice, equality and freedom, for
a secular, pluralist and democratic Sudan … The people of Sudan
have a right to live in peace and
determine their own future.”
Human rights groups have
warned that any lasting peace
agreement in Sudan must provide
guarantees for the protection of
human rights of all Sudanese,
including their right to participate in post conflict political
processes. The peace agreement
according to insiders, includes a
bill of rights. But human rights
groups say that, “given the lack
of respect for human rights in Sudan, the only way to ensure they
are included is the creation of
an effective and impartial justice
system allowing international human rights monitoring.”
Hopes for a Sudanese peace
have been tempered by distrust.
The negotiations to end the
conflict have taken years. “There
is still a long way to go,” says
Lokosang, “we are dealing with a
government that is deeply fundamentalist and totally committed
to spreading Islam in Africa. They
are not negotiating in good faith,
but because of pressure from the
US. We are also dealing with a

government that still has many
links with al Qaeda and this complicates things.”
Although the government
announced they had expelled
thousands of al Qaeda militants,
according to the Washington Post,
only last September financial officers of al Qaeda and the Taliban
shipped large quantities of gold
out of Pakistan to Sudan. According to that newspaper, Sudan may
have been chosen because Osama
bin Laden and other members of
the network still retain business
contacts in Sudan where he left a
number of assets such as construction companies, banks and agricultural farms. The article says
that according to a senior European intelligence official, there is
growing evidence that Khartoum
was again serving as a hub for
al Qaeda business transactions.
“bin Laden, who invested tens of
millions of dollars in the country
when it harboured him, continues
to have economic interests there.
He has banking contacts, he is intimately familiar with the political
and intelligence structure there,”
the official said. “He never fully
left Sudan despite moving to Afghanistan.”
The agreement does not address the conflict that has led to
the crisis in Darfur. Concerns are
being raised that there will be no
peace until the conflict is ended.
The latest killings, rapes and destruction have put in doubt the
Sudanese government’s commitment to peace. “We can’t get the
new Sudan we want with Darfur
on fire and bleeding as it is,”
Charles R Snyder, the acting US

assistant secretary of state for African affairs, told reporters in June.
He said that the US would press
the Sudanese to renew a cease-fire
with the Darfurian rebels.
According to Luje Zahner, a
spokesman for the US Agency for
International Development, the
fighting in Darfur has created one
of the worst humanitarian crises
in the world. “Three million people are beyond the reach of the
aid agencies and mortality rates in
the Darfur region are catastrophic – possibly as high as 1,000 per
week.” The government, however,
continues to refuse international
aid groups access to the displaced
Darfurians.
BUILDING A NEW SUDAN
Given the history of Sudan,
building consensus and national
unity will present some challenges, but finding the right
political system that will be inclusive of 65 national ethnic groups
may be the biggest challenge.
Academic Dr Peter Adwok Nyaba
argues that “the real assets of Sudan are neither found in petrol
fields nor watercourses, but in
the extraordinary cultural diversity.” He describes Sudan as “a
colourful patchwork of cultures
and languages, a delicate texture
showing a great variety of social
systems, customs and beliefs.” He
has warned that the post-colonial
European model of government
dominated by the largest ethnic
group will fail. “The state of Sudan must be conceived in the
framework of a multinational
state that recognises ethnic, political and cultural diversity and gives

voice and visibility to all nationalities including the smallest and
most marginalised ones” he said.
“This model does not represent a
reversion to tribalism, well on the
contrary, it must be considered
as a paradigm of nation building
that is deeply rooted in the realities of the South Sudan.”
The most likely outcome will
be the creation of a single Sudan
with two viable systems, north and
south. A unified Sudan composed
of two self-governing regions with
the SPLA playing a leading role.
But nation building will involve
more than creating strong institutions of governance, it will also
mean revitalising the traditional
institutions for the peaceful
resolution of conflicts, and most
importantly, solving the more fundamental issues of the conflict.
David Lokosang has been
waiting for peace for some years.
He has often dreamed of the day
when a final peace settlement will
be signed. This has not happened
as yet. But this will be the day
when, leaving his family behind,
he will make his way to the airport and will board a plane and
fly back to South Sudan to help
build a new nation. 
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When the United Nations left
Somalia, in 1993, they spoke
high words of handing the
country back to the Somalis who
were to get on with rebuilding
their lives, their country,
and establishing a democratic
society. Nothing could have
been further from reality,
and everybody knew
knew it.

The United
Nations
had
been called in to
intervene in a situation
of ethnic infighting that had
escalated to the point of chaos.
By the time of the fall, in 1991, of the
Somali tyrant Siad Barre, the country had
disintegrated into a turf war between clan-based
warlords. With the government defeated, nothing
was powerful enough to take its place. The country
slipped further into chaos, with no government, no
laws, no taxes, no police, no currency, no services,
no schools, no passports – just the power of those
who held the guns. Pretty soon, thanks in part to a
drought, there was not much food either. Somalia
had disintegrated.
The UN came into Somalia promising to “restore
hope”, but the US, as leaders of the mission, began
doing deals with the warlords before they had even
landed. Burned by Vietnam and cowering to US public opinion, the last thing the US military wanted was
any opposition. They promised General Aideed, the
strongman of Mogadishu (or most of the city, at least)
that they would not seek to disarm him, so the arms
which had accumulated when Somalia played both
sides in the cold war, remained in circulation. By the
time the US/UN left one year and a half later, they
had turned themselves into the enemy and done little
to restore Somalia from its state of anarchy. The US
left and, as journalist Scott Peterson put it, “turned
the lights out on Somalia”.
Today, 15 years since the fall of Siad Barre, and 10
years since the departure of the US-led UN forces, Somalia is still without a national government, let alone
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a functioning democracy. The
lights have indeed gone out and
few journalists bother to look into
the darkness. The aid agencies that
are working there have little to say.
There is little up-to-date information on the state Somalia. It seems
there is nothing to say. The world
has left Somalis to fight things
out between themselves amongst
the ruins of a forgotten country,
washing their hands of responsibility and declaring the problem too
intractable to deal with.

Al Qaeda would be attracted to
Somalia - lawless and stateless,
entirely Muslim, and just across
the Gulf of Aden from Osama bin
Laden’s ancestral home of Yemen.
So now Somalia – the people? the
territory? or some local warlord?
– is once again within the sights
of US strategists. But the US has
no effective authority with which
to deal.

Until recently, the US had effectively decided that Somalia does
not exist. But now, they are making claims that Somalia (whatever
Somalia is) is giving haven to terrorists. It seems not unlikely that

Despite the problem of roaming
bands of armed men, extracting
“taxes” or simply stealing at gunpoint, there is an emerging order
in many parts of the country/
territory. Ironically, where multi-

So what is the current state of play?
Has nothing really changed?

national powers failed to create security or order, there is emerging a
bottom-up order at the local level.
Political scientist Ken Menkhaus
writes of “fluid, localized polities
involving authorities as diverse as
clan elders, professionals, militia
leaders, businessmen, traditional
Muslim clerics and women’s associations”.
The adjudication of disputes by
clan elders is a time-honored
practice, and has taken the place
of legally constituted courts. These
usually carry out Sharia Law. Other
newer practices have emerged.
The news is not all bad and in
some cases there is far more local
and community participation, and
a safer commercial environment,
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than experienced for many years
in Somali society. All without a
central government.
Most significant political functions
are carried out at village level,
or in the case of Mogadishu, at
the neighbourhood level. Sharia
courts are operating in some areas,
and some have local police forces.
Security is often provided by armed
neighbourhood watch groups who
sometimes hire former bandits to
carry out security functions. There
is a symbiotic relationship between
the bandits and the communities
they sometimes terrorize. The
communities pay them to provide
security against other bandits.
There have been many attempts to

arrive at a peace settlement between
the factions, but there are too many
factions and none has enough
power to guarantee a cease-fire and
enforce any agreement. The country has gone passed civil war into
sheer lawlessness. To the extent
that there are sides in this conflict,
no side has much authority or any
legitimacy. They just have guns. In
fact, to a large extent, all they are is
young men with guns.
At present there is a transitional
government trying to function
in Mogadishu, although they do
not even control the entire city,
let alone the entire country. The
government has been operating
out of a hotel paid for by local
businessmen.

Somalia is living out the nightmare
of the psychologists who look at nations undergoing lengthy civil war
and see emerging a generation of
traumatized children who know
nothing but lawlessness, violence,
and the rule of the gun. Afghanistan and Palestine spring to mind,
but the problems can be seen in
many other places which have endured long-term civil strife – South
Africa, Sudan, Zaire, Columbia.
The young men riding about in
technicals – open vehicle (their
roofs have been sawn off) fitted
out with anti-aircraft or other similar weaponry – were themselves
the frightened children during
the chaos of the early 1990’s. They
learnt well that security came from
a pile of weapons, and at the cost
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of turning on others to secure
one’s place as the toughest kids on
the block. Furthermore, their own
status and wealth would be eliminated by a peace-time economy.

The port remains closed. Other
port cities are also divided by rival
clans who fight over control of
various facilities such as the docks
where trade can be taxed.

These children do not appear to
be fighting out ancient clan rivalries; they are playing out their own
trauma and meting out the same
lessons on the next generation.
The clan rivalries and alliances
are no longer the driving force
behind the fighting. Many of the
young men have long lost the support of their clans, and often their
families, but they fight because in
Somalia, to a large extent, that is
what young men do.

Banana production has resumed
in the Shabelle Valley and rival militias jostled for control of the exports. The profits from the banana
wars helped sustain their military
ventures rather than Somali society. In fact, there are allegations
of forced conscription of village
labour to work on the banana
plantations.

Argument, however, about conditions in Somalia, is a rather fruitless exercise. Somalia as a country,
a single political entity, no longer
exists. Ken Menkhaus speaks of
three Somalias. The north-west
of the country has declared itself
independent and is known as Somaliland. There has been some rebuilding of infrastructure, a revival
of the school system, and there is
a safe unlawful environment. The
economy is growing, but there has
been no recognition of independence by the international community. The northeastern region,
Puntland, is also stable and free
of conflict and was spared the
destruction because it is home to
one’s single clan, the Mijerteen,
with a strong tradition of conflict
resolution by the elders. Unfortunately, Somaliland and Puntland
are now in dispute over territory.
The south of the country is fragmented and the map has been redrawn by military conquest. Rival
clans have fought over territory
and so some clans occupy the territory of others and live in uneasy
relationship with the population
of the area is the control. Mogadishu, the capital, is fragmented
and much of the fighting is within
clans rather than between them.

Central Somalia and some pockets
of southern Somalia are in transition towards recovery. There is
rudimentary local authority and
local production sustains the
population and may provide for
some trade.
It is a sad but unsurprising fact
that Somalia continues to produce refugees. Also of concern
is that some refugees have chosen to return home rather than
endure the hardships and longterm uncertainty of the refugee
camps, mostly across the border
with Kenya. Outside intervention
by Egypt, Ethiopia and Eritrea is
further destabilizing Somalia as
they play out their own rivalries by
supporting various factions within
the country.
It is hard to see how Somalia can
find its way back, and if history is
anything to go by, it is likely that
outside agendas will create new
obstacles to peace. Ironically, for
a country with so much fighting,
Somalia is one of the few countries
in Africa whose borders closely
resemble those of a pre-colonial
nation. It seems a vain hope that
Somalis can defy the odds, bury
their differences, avoid their
country becoming a battlefield
for the “War on Terror”, and make
for themselves a peaceful nationstate.
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Denis Jones passed away in April after battling cancer for over
a year. A talented photographer, Denis contributed to almost
every issue of Transitions.
Denis was an unassuming man, patient, kind, always willing
to lend a hand, and he contributed willingly and freely to
this magazine. Disliking colour, he preferred to work in black
and white and his pictures were often moody meditations
on landscapes. His photographs are neither assuming nor
sentimental, but express a quiet thoughtfulness within
himself. Photography was his great creative passion. He
pursued it alone, finding peace and inspiration in the hours
he spent wandering with his camera. His influences were
Henry Cartier Bresson, Edward Weston and Ansel Adams.

Vale Denis Jones
He disliked the pressures associated with
professional photography. He studied at the
Sydney School of Photography and became
part of the Blender Gallery in Paddington
where he exhibited his work and met other
photographers.
He loved Spain and photographed many
Spanish villages. Insofar as his subjects were
people, they tended to be solitary figures in
timeless landscapes, perhaps reflecting his
own view of life as an individual spiritual
journey.
Denis also loved traveling and he had a
nomadic and youthful spirit. He left New
Zealand in 1974 and returned six years later.
He chose to settle in Australia and lived here
since 1982. As Denis’s struggle drew to a
close, he acted on a long-held wish to visit
Tasmania. He traveled alone. He said that
he needed to have his own space, to discover
the forests, mountains and lakes. He walked
many kilometers, in spite of his illness. He
took 200 photographs and wrote a diary in
which he described his journey.
Denis died in Sydney, only days after his
return. He was not much of a believer; he
disliked religious dogma, but he was a deeply
spiritual man with values and integrity. He
was a peaceful man, a good man, loyal to
his friends, easy going, at peace with himself
and with the world. He loved his family with
a deep devotion – Olga, his wife of 21 years,
and his son, Alistair - and he went to great
lengths to support them in all their projects.
He is greatly missed by all of us.
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Refugees in South Africa

Cape Town: end of the line for African refugees fleeing south

South Africa’s return to the international fold has meant coping
with a new and unwanted international problem: giving refuge
to those fleeing war and persecution from other parts of Africa.
The nation, however, seems reluctant to come to terms with the
responsibility. PETER WILLIAMSON reports on the difficulties facing
African refugees in the new South Africa.
South Africa’s long struggle with
apartheid left an indelible mark
on the South African psyche. In
just a few short years, however,
South Africa’s people have gone
from being pariahs and victims
to holding a preeminent position
within the continent of Africa.
Few countries have gone through
such a change in so short a time.
South Africa has also gone from
isolation to rapid integration
into the culture of Africa and
greater African economy. With
this has come a need for South
Africa to cope with some of the
responsibilities that come with
integration and the aspiration for
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a position of leadership within the
African community. The struggle
produced tens of thousands of
refugees fleeing persecution by the
apartheid regime. Indeed, many
of South Africa’s current political
leaders,
including
President
Thabo Mbeki, spent many years
as refugees, and during those long
years they were welcomed by other
countries in Africa.
Today, the tables are turned.
With civil wars in Angola,
Cameroon,
the
Democratic
Republic of Congo (formerly
Zaire), the Republic of Congo,
Rwanda, Burundi, Sierra Leone,

Liberia,
Ethiopia,
Uganda,
Somalia, and Sudan, the flow of
refugees is now partly southward,
to South Africa. As Africa’s
leading democracy and the
economic engine for much of
the continent, it is naturally, a
place to which refugees would
be drawn. However, it is also,
so to speak, the end of the
line for many fleeing war and
persecution. Refugees fleeing
any one of many countries in
sub-Saharan Africa typically go
first to a neighbouring country.
There they are often unwelcome
or unsafe, or simply unable to
cope. They may find themselves

a lukewarm welcome
moving repeatedly, further from
home and, eventually head for
Europe, if traveling north, or
South Africa, if traveling south.
Having arrived in South Africa,
unless they can return home,
there is no easy next move. Many
hope, but few can return home.
Nevertheless, South Africa receives
a relatively small number of
refugees when compared with
many other countries in Africa.
The World Refugee Survey 2003
estimates that South Africa had
65,000 refugees and asylum
seekers at the end of 2002, while
Tanzania had 516,000, Kenya
221,000, Zambia 247,000, Uganda
221,000, Democratic Republic of
Congo 274,000, Sudan 287,000,
and Guinea 182,000. These are all
poor countries without the level of
resources available to the South
African Government.
South Africa appears to be
honoring its legal obligations
to afford protection to these
refugees, but on closer inspection,
the welcome could hardly be
described as warm. New legislation
governing the processing of claims
for asylum, although based directly
upon the principles embodied in
the Refugee Convention, provides
only for temporary protection.
Putting things diplomatically,
deputy UNHCR representative
Fedde Groot said, “There is an
urgent need to do the right thing
and to turn the rights that exist
on paper for refugees into real

benefits.” In strait talk, this means
that South Africa’s refugee policy is
all talk and no action.
In 1999 a South African Human
Rights Commission report spoke
of “growing hatred and ignorance
about the rights and realities
of refugees” and highlighted
widespread human rights abuses
towards refugees and asylum
seekers, including unwarranted
arrests and detention, and
extortion, bribery and assaults by
apprehending officers. “In far too
many cases,” they wrote, “arresting
officers and other immigration
system officials were … reported
to act as a law unto themselves,
exercising their power with tragic
disregard for the human rights of
those subject to their control.”
There are many reasons for
this. If South Africa is a magnet
for African refugees, it is also a
magnet for economic migrants,
traders and migrant workers, as
well as drug dealers, car thieves,
petty criminals looking for easy
pickings, and serious gangsters.
After 1994 the fences essentially
went down. Today, the number of
undocumented migrants in South
Africa is anybody’s guess. Estimates
of the number of migrants from
other parts of Africa range from
under one million to over 10
million. Given the difficulty of
gaining even temporary protection
in South Africa, one has to ask if
all refugees are seeking asylum. In
all likelihood, there are probably

many people who are refugees but
never seek to formalise their status.
Even so, the number of refugees in
the countries to the north is many
times more.
The Institute for Security Studies in
South Africa reported recently that
over 200 foreign crime networks
are operating in South Africa,
mainly by Nigerian, Chinese,
Russian and Pakistani gangs.
Activities include fraud, car theft,
prostitution, mobile phone theft
and rebirthing, money laundering,
smuggling ivory, abalone, arms,
gold, diamonds and drugs, as
well as trafficking in humans and
human organs. The organized
crime problem in South Africa,
according to the FBI and CIA, is
only marginally less serious than
in Colombia or Russia, and they
estimated in December 2000 that it
was costing South Africa US$23bn
a year.
South Africans of all races are, to
say the least, rather unimpressed.
Despite a century of migrant
labour being brought into the
country to work on the gold mines,
there was little contact between
South Africans and the migrants,
and there is now little awareness
amongst the masses about the lives
of others to their north in Africa.
Most South Africans make no
distinction between refugees and
economic migrants or even the
foreign criminals operating within
the country. To make matters
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worse, the general term for all of
these migrants is “refugee”. For
asylum seekers, one thing worse
than not being seen as a refugee
is having every unforced migrant
seen as refugee.
As expectations of post-apartheid
opportunities for the masses fade
with each passing year, “refugees”
are blamed for the crime, for
squatting, taking scarce jobs and
scarce housing, for consuming
scarce resources within hospitals,
for not paying taxes and, lastly,
for simply being in the way.
The resentment goes beyond
mere blame. Actual asylum
seekers suffer many forms of
hostility and discrimination.
Collin Emanuel, an Angolan
refugee in Cape Town relates his
story …
“I will never forget the day when I
returned home sick from work. I
got myself into bed and asked the
people with whom I was sharing
a house to buy some Panado
and Medlemon from the shop. I
gave the R5 for the medicine but
they went and bought poison for
me. When I took those tablets I
immediately lost consciousness.
That was when they threw
paraffin on my body and burned
me.
“I woke up weeks later in the
hospital’s intensive care unit
where I was kept alive with the
support of oxygen, a life machine,
drips and blood. When I finally
regained consciousness, the doctors
informed me that both my legs
had been amputated. This had
been the only way to save my life,
they said.”
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No wonder that President Thabo
Mbeki felt compelled to state
that it is “fundamentally wrong
and unacceptable” that South
Africans should treat people who
come to South Africa as though
they are enemies. Yet “enemies”
is barely too strong a term to use
when discussing South Africa
attitudes to foreigners living in
the country. Murder of refugees
and asylum seekers is not
uncommon, and many refugees
report that they were refused
assistance when trying to report
threats or attacks to the police.
Clement Madila, a refugee from
Democratic Republic of Congo
(formerly Zaire) says:
“The sad thing I have experienced is
that we generally do not have rights.
There is no one who can truly help
when our rights are abused. If we
have a problem, we must try to sort
it out on our own. I have had the
experience of being told by the police
that we must solve our own problems
because we do not pay any taxes in
this country. We are left without any
protection… For this reason, I think
that South Africans have grown
to hate foreigners. They see us as
a threat, as people who are here to
take their jobs and their women, as
criminals.”
When seeking medical assistance
at hospitals, many refugees have
had a similar response. In fact,
refugees and asylum seekers
do have rights to education,
employment and medical care,
but enforcing these rights in the
face of blatant discrimination
from bureaucrats and employers,
is very difficult. As MaryMagdelene Tal of the Human
Rights Media Centre in Cape

Town put it, “They have rights
on paper, but practically they
don’t have any. There are too
many people and too few people
to help them out.” She added
that there is little awareness
of people’s rights amongst the
refugees themselves, the public
and the bureaucracy.
Finding work is one of the great
problems facing any refugees,
especially those from war ravaged
Africa – the poorest countries of
the world – and in a host country
where there is no state support
even for its own unemployed. In a
2003 UNHCR survey, refugees in
South Africa rated employment
as their most serious difficulty.
This was followed, in order, by
lack of adequate documentation
from the government, education
for themselves, housing and
(despite the fact that nearly half
of all refugees could afford only
one meal a day), food was rated
as only their fifth concern.
The survey found that while
only three percent of refugees
and asylum seekers in South
Africa were unemployed in their
countries of origin, they battle
to find jobs and their skills are
not being properly used. Once
in South Africa unemployment
rose to 24%. Two-thirds of the
roughly 90,000 asylum seekers
in the country had at least the
equivalent of a school-leaving
certificate. Many refugees battle
to feed their families, and nearly
half live on only one meal per day.
There is no recognition of the
potential contribution refugees
could make to the country.
Refugees face discrimination at

work and elsewhere. Many report
being underpaid or pay being
withheld for no reason, while
others report summary dismissal
by bosses who realize that
refugees have no access to the
resources needed to challenge
such illegal discrimination.
Affordable housing is critically
short in South Africa, and asylum
seekers and refugees struggle to
find any form of shelter. When
they do, experiences such as that
of Burundian Papa Chris, defy
belief.
“My landlord stopped us from using
water because he said we wasted water
in flushing and washed ourselves
more than once a week. We had to
resort to using a toilet at the Hanover
Park taxi rank and at night we used
plastic bags for toilets. He ordered
us not to speak our mother tongue,
Kirundi, in the back yard.”
The problem of documentation
is continually raised by refugees
in South Africa. Without proper
documentation, they cannot
find employment or open bank
accounts. They are marginalised
and forced into the informal
sector where many work as
roadside vendors or guard
people’s cars while they are
parked in the street.
If the government has made a
commitment on paper and in
legislation, no less, then it has
certainly made little commitment
in terms of the resources required
to administer the process of
seeking asylum. Wendy Sadie,
of the Jesuit Refugee Service
in Johannesburg, said that
Department of Home Affairs,

which processes applications, had
recently moved buildings, but
the new offices have “no toilets,
no telephones and no computers
- there is nothing happening”.
Although
her
organisation
helped 11,000 people, in 2003,
Wendy Sadie knows of not one
refugee who has progressed to
achieving permanent protection
in South Africa. The backlog of
cases grows and grows, and it is
now almost impossible to make
an application for protection,
let alone have the application
considered. The situation for
Zimbabweans is most dire. The
Guardian newspaper recently
reported that over 2 million
Zimbabweans went to South
Africa over the past nine years,
but only 11 have been granted
political asylum. A documentary
film shown on South African
television last year showed
Zimbabwean
asylum
seekers
being told to go away and
whipped at government refugee
office in Johannesburg. The
Guardian also spoke of officials
demanding bribes from asylum
seekers. Zimbabwean refugees
are deported in their thousands,
only to return at the earliest
opportunity.
There are now signs that even
the pretence of a benign refugee
policy is being abandoned.
Lee Anne de la Hunt, Director
of the Legal Aid Clinic at the
University of Cape Town¸ recently
listed many problems with the
new Act, including “officials
making policy by issuing internal
(and confidential) memoranda”,
“refusing to admit asylum seekers

into the determination process,
and … even barring the entrance
to the building”, “incorrect
interpretations of the legislation”,
“corruption” and “the fact that
the Department no longer
supplies paid interpreters”.
In 2001-2002 the UNHCR and
the South African Human
Rights Commission ran a “Roll
Back Xenophobia” campaign to
educate South Africans about
refugees and other foreigners.
Many South African refugee
organisations are doing their
part, too. The Human Rights
Media Centre, for example,
recently published the stories of
thirteen refugees in “Torn Apart”,
the book from which the refugee
quotes in this article are taken.
These campaigns, however, have
a long way to go. Educating
officials and educating the
public will be an uphill battle
in a country coming out of
years of isolation, violence
and oppression. There seems
to be a hardness amongst the
population who, perhaps, now
think that having struggled for
their freedom, they wish to turn
attention to their own problems
and have no time to take on those
of the rest of Africa. Amongst the
white population, sadly, attitudes
to refugees are even harder.
Perhaps in their own way they
feel that they have made their
sacrifices and concessions and
do not wish to make any more.
But, if South Africa is to take a
leading role in African affairs,
then it must also carry some
of the burden in giving refuge
to those who have had to flee
Africa’s all too many wars. 
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Around 46 per cent of refugees
will be coming from South Sudan

However the settlement experience of African
refugees may be different from that of other
refugees coming to Australia in past decades
Mariano Coello, Arna Rathgen, Marc Chaussivert, and Pearl
Fenandes from STARTTS spoke to Olga Yoldi about their
experience working with African refugees.
OY There have always been refugees in Africa, however the UN
seems to be pressuring Western
countries to take refugees from
African refugee camps. Why now?
MC Because they are closing down
some of the refugee camps. Some
camps are in such terrible conditions that they cannot sustain
people any longer. They were set
up as temporary camps but most
have been operating for too long.
MCh Many refugees haven’t been
able to move on, because of on
going wars, or unsafe post conflict
situations. Some refugees have
been in camps for decades, and
some non government organisations (NGOs) are now developing long term programs in some
camps to give people the kinds
of skills and resources that will be
useful since they may be staying in
these camps a long time. Nevertheless, there are many refugees
who have ended up or will end up
in Australia. These are refugees
from Southern Sudan mainly but
also from Eritrea, Ethiopia, Sierra
Leone, Liberia and the Democratic Republic of Congo.
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MC Yes, many people have never
been able to go back to their
countries and have spent such
long periods of their lives in refugee camps that they have been
institutionalised.
MCh I work with asylum seekers from Africa and they experience the same situation as
other asylum seekers: insecurity
because their situation is still
to be resolved and their families are still in countries where
there is repression and political
violence. Some of them don’t
even know what is happening to
their families so they are anxious.
Because of ongoing conflict and
insecurity, it is hard to have an
effective process of tracing the
whereabouts of their relatives.
Then there are problems for
asylum seekers in accessing services such as health care or accommodation.
OY It must be difficult for
many people to adapt suddenly
to a modern, technologically
advanced, Western society after
having spent decades in refugee
camps.

AR Yes it is a difficult process.
During the consultations refugees from Sudan said they were
experiencing difficulties dealing with the Australian system,
especially with the education
system. STARTTS has done a
lot of work with schools, including training because they are
struggling and parents know
little
about
the
education
system, or about the expectations the school has for students and parents. The thing is
we are working with communities
we don’t know enough about and
we need to continuously challenge
the assumptions we have of them.
MC Africa is very diverse, so we
are in fact working with diverse
communities. Yes we need to be
vigilant. We need to gain a good
understanding of the background
of people we assist, the conflicts
they had to endure, the injustices
they had suffered, the issues they
face and the social and political
context in which they have come
from. Of course all this requires
making an effort, in terms of
updating our knowledge, but
unless we put in place appropri-

Left to right Arna Rathgen, Mariano Coello and Michel Chaussivert

ate structures to assist people,
they won’t be able to integrate
into the new society in a productive way.

OY I guess the concept of settlement into a new country may need
to be redefined. How are the service providers managing this?

The fact that they find this society
alienating can create difficulties for adults and children. Just
because children are younger and
absorb information more quickly
doesn’t mean they don’t experience difficulties. Because of discrimination and racism, there is
a danger young people could end
up in gangs. On the other hand,
there is a discrepancy between
what children are able to experience and what parents are able
to understand of this society and
in this society everything is quite
different. Children adapt quicker
because they go to school, they
are pushed by their peers and
have no choice but to adapt to a
certain rhythm that adults don’t
experience. That creates clashes
and difficulties.

AR Of course the services are
trying to respond. There is a lot
of interest in developing models
that are effective for these communities, so that is positive. Many
Sudanese women said they are
struggling to manage their children because they cannot rely
on their traditional structures
and the extended family in Australia. There are support services
available to families, but services
must adapt to meet the needs of
these refugees. We need to invest
more time and energy to develop
models that work and that are
appropriate.

I don’t want to portray a negative
picture but the dangers are there.
The difference between this culture and theirs is great, so great
that it can be alienating.

The composition of the family
is different. Many families have
taken children under their wing,
parents, siblings, and all extended
family.

PF We know little about Africa. You
can sense people want to know and
the fear is that they may not get the
information from the sources.

There is a fear that many are
coming. Many don’t have skills and
language; the chances of getting
employment are slim. There is this
expectation that education will be
the way they will get their children
out of the cycle of poverty. There is
emphasis on getting children into
good schools. Churches are trying
to assist.
MCh Refugees may feel socially
isolated. Some people may end up
living in areas where there is no
concentration of people from their
specific community and this will
contribute to stress, isolation and
lack of support. This is particularly
hard for people that come from
small communities and service providers cannot do much to provide
the cultural support they need.
MC Most people have escaped from
civil wars. Civil wars tend to divide
societies, not within the country
itself but here in Australia as well.
That creates difficulties to find
support within their communities.
We need to find out the characteristics of those communities so our
interventions are meaningful, but
it does require an effort.
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Round table discussion
OY The case of Sudan is particularly complex; there are 65 different ethnic groups, an endless war,
and a society that is fractured…
MC Yes, and we have to ensure we
assist them appropriately. We also
need to be open to new ways of
assisting them. There is always a
process of trial and error.
AR In the Early Intervention Program, we do a lot of work with
other service providers. In the
course of the consultations with
community leaders they said they
needed assistance with structures
and accessing resources.
OY I guess the notion of counseling is a foreign concept to
them.
MCh We get a variety of responses
from people. Some people engage
in counseling especially around
problems related to loss and
trauma. Other people may not
necessarily need this straight away.
We need to be creative, expand
our understanding of the way we
may conduct interventions, the
way we engage with different communities.
MC There are all types of counseling. Counseling is just a
technique to help people find
the resources within, to make
decisions about their lives and
empower them, so that they are
able to overcome internal and
external obstacles. Maybe our
interventions could be more practical, less exploratory.
MC Some people engage better
with their community than others.
Some may need to explore issues
that are psychological; others need
practical advice, or a better understanding of their situation.
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We don’t provide counseling we
do other activities to reconnect
people with their communities
and established networks. We are
a good point of contact. When
we started working with African
communities there was a particular
family that had many kids. They
used to come to STARTTS and
spend hours doing different
things,
talking to different
people, painting, drinking tea ...
For some people all we can do is
to create an environment where
they can be accepted and feel
comfortable.
MCh It is important to address
people’s needs at different levels.
Different types of interventions
may be appropriate at different
times. Sometimes traditional services fail because they try to impose
a model of what is appropriate
assistance, instead of being open
to what that person really needs.
MCh Youth camps have been successful. I have also been involved
in runing a support group with
men who have produced lino-cut
prints. They had a public exhibition, which gave them an opportunity to share their experiences
with the broader community. That
was cultural exchange, finding a
space in the broader community.
OY In Africa people live inside
communities and this society
places a much greater emphasis
on the individual, so it must be
really difficult to adapt to it, particularly when in refugee camps
they were always surrounded by
people.
AR It is indeed and this is exacerbated by the fact that even though
they are going through their own
settlement processes, they propose
(sponsor) other family members

to come to Australia. They find
themselves not only dealing with
their own stresses of settlement
but also dealing with the stresses of
someone else. This really makes it
difficult for people to connect with
one another in the community,
but also the expectations placed
on them to provide money to the
relatives for the airfare and so on.
MCh I was at a forum recently
and a young fellow from Sierra
Leone started to talk to me about
the impact on him of the fences
around houses in Sydney keeping
people apart. In Sierra Leone, he
said, the neighbours are like your
extended family. He was alone in
Australia and had no contact with
his community.
Some service providers may not be
sensitive or sympathetic to the way
refugees from Africa may want to
live, so you have a family who is
used to a certain way of living,
they may come from a rural background and then when they apply
for housing they are allocated a
flat. So far, there hasn’t been an
attempt to think creatively about
how we might provide housing or
be in tune with people’s needs.
AR We can do that with appropriate support.
MC The level of anxiety services
are having about Africans in a
sense is disempowering for communities.
MC The tendency is to be polite,
careful, politically correct but out
of genuine concern it is possible
to become patronizing.
MCh We need to include ourselves
in this – in any analysis of how
service providers respond to the
needs of refugees from Africa.

MC Yes we need to deal with our
prejudices, racism, etc. Refugees
have gone through a lot. A long
history has shaped their lives.
They have experienced colonialism, wars of liberation, civil
wars. Africa has been colonised,
exploited, raped and decimated.
MCh Alongside the colonial
experience there have been other
processes including Arabisation
in countries like Sudan and Mauritania, tribal conflicts, and these
are influenced by globalisation
where western powers are vying
for influence in Africa. All of
these processes will influence
attitudes and perceptions.
In
Australia many people are not
familiar with this part of the world
and react to Africa as an idea, not
just a reality.
MC Africa is diverse, south, east,
west; Africans are more interested
in the community than in the
individual, more in the spiritual
than in material things.
There are many realities in Africa
but it is portrayed in very negative terms: disease, famine, corruption. Africa is the destroyed
continent.
MCh There is a book by AnneCecile Robert that has just been
published that turns this idea on
its head. Instead of seeing Africa
in negative terms as a continent
that has failed to be part of global
capitalist growth, in constant need
of aid, she argues that Africa in
fact offers in its cultural heritage
an alternative model for a more
harmonious and balanced relationship between people and the
environment. Without idealizing
or underplaying the difficulties
faced by Africa, she argues that
what is perceived as the ‘back-

wardness’ of Africa is in fact an
expression of a cultural resistance
to a destructive economic model
adopted by the West.
MC African history has been
constructed by colonial powers.
Africa did not exist as a continent. It is a construction of the
West, the Africa that we know, and
therefore it is quite daunting to
get to know Africa.
MCh Even now there is a whole
discipline called Post Colonialism
and yet in the latest issue of the
journal Third Text there is an article that points out that amongst
those considered major seminal
figures of this discipline there is
not one person who is from the
African continent.
MC
Many
African
leaders
such as Nasser, Jomo Kenyatta,
Patricia Bouleber were killed or
disappeared, except for Jomo
Kenyatta.
MCh But even in the contemporary sense, we know so little, you
look at the media and what coverage do you get? There is no in
depth analysis.
MC Africa is portrayed, as a terminal patient in palliative care.
There is no hope. We know of
corruption, war, disease, famine,
atrocities and tribal wars. As if
the conflict between Palestine
and Israel was not tribal, as if
the current conflict in Iraq was
not tribal. In Western societies
there has always been this fear of
being invaded, fear of the East, of
the cold war, fear of communists,
fear of blacks. Africa is that type
of anachronistic, ancestral archetype that symbolises danger: the
primitive, the savage, and the
primal…

Africa is so diverse; there are so
many people, so many cultures.
MCh These myths are a continuation of the kinds of myths that
persisted at the time of slavery.
The African-american author
Toni Morrison looks at how the
more inhuman feelings and
desires that people have projected into black people, and
thus became functional in justifying for things such as slavery,
by blacks being seen as less than
human. Perhaps today these
sorts of unconscious processes
influence the way the African
continent is treated.
OY Slavery still occurs in Sudan
and Mauritania but the West
benefits from it. It is amazing
that people could be treated so
appallingly.
MC Just look at the way international aid is distributed. If you
see how much is spent per day,
per person in the post war reconstruction of the Balkans: US$300
and how much is spent per
person in Africa: $8. It is crazy!
OY According to Robert Guest
600 million people in Sub
Sahara Africa survive on 65
cents per day, one African in
five lives in a country torn apart
by war and 46 million Africans
are dead or dying of aids.
MCh The entire budget to
address aids in Africa is equivalent to the budget for running
one regional hospital in a country like France.
MC Everyone knows that in the
next few years millions will die
from AIDS and malaria in Africa.
They need urgent help.
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OPCAT
A
AT
Australia unlikely to sign
Optional Protocol to the Convention Against Torture
...........................................................................

The Australian Parliament’s Joint
Standing Committee on Treaties,
chaired by Dr Andrew Southcott
MP, has recommended against ratification of the Optional Protocol
to the Convention against Torture
(OPCAT). This is a setback struggle to institutionalise protection
of civil rights in Australia, and also
plays into the hands of those nations seeking to minimise scrutiny
of the conditions under which they
hold prisoners and detainees.

The Government has yet to respond to the committee’s report,
but it has stated that it is opposed
to ratification of the Optional
Protocol. On the other hand, ratification of the Optional Protocol
was supported by the Law Society
of New South Wales, the Refugee
Council of Australia, Amnesty International Australia, the Human
Rights and Equal Opportunity
Commission, Australian Lawyers
for Human Rights, the National
Council of Churches in Australia,
the Catholic Commission for Justice, Development and Peace as
well as the Forum of Australian
Services for Survivors of Torture
and Trauma.
The committee’s report is concerned that visits to places of detention could be made “regardless
of whether there were any substantive concerns on allegations of
torture”.
The Committee believes that there
is no immediate need for Australia
to ratify the Optional Protocol.
Australia is already a party to,
and complies with, the substantive human rights instrument - the
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Convention against Torture, and
as it is a leader in human rights,
there is no need for the system
of inspections and preventative
mechanisms, which the Optional
Protocol puts in place. It also believes that UN treaty bodies should
be focussed on “serious human
rights violations” and questions the
need for further UN commitment
and resources being put into further monitoring by UN body.
The decision to recommend
against ratification of the Optional
Protocol was not unanimous, and
in a dissenting report committee
members recommended ratification, stating that Australia has
nothing to fear from the Optional
Protocol and that it should set an
example to other nations in ratifying the treaty.
FASSTT believes that Australia
could make a significant contribution to stopping and preventing
torture and ill-treatment, by ratifying the OPCAT. An extract from
FASSTT’s submission to the Joint
Standing Committee on Treaties
follows below:

FASSTT is a coalition of eight
agencies – one in each state and
territory - that respond to the
needs of survivors of torture and
trauma who have come to Australia
from overseas. Member agencies
seek to combat the impact of torture on the individual, the family and the community through
health assessment and referral,
information provision, counseling
and advocacy, training of other
service providers, research and
service innovation. The agen-

cies have been delivering these
services for between eight and 16
years and their work is considered
to be expert nationally and internationally. FASSTT agencies are
currently the principal contractors
to the Department of Immigration
and Multicultural and Indigenous
Affairs to provide services to refugees in the initial period of their
settlement and the only agencies
funded to provide health care to
people released from immigration
detention on health grounds.
During the last decade, Australia
has received more than 100,000
people through its humanitarian
program. Research suggests that
a majority of refugees coming to
Australia have physical and mental
health problems related directly to
torture experiences or associated
refugee related trauma. Thousands have been clients of member
agencies of FASSTT.

FASSTT commends successive
Australian governments that have
assisted survivors of torture and
trauma through the humanitarian
program and the provision of assistance to those who have settled
in this country. The humanitarian
program and the services for refugees are a concrete manifestation
of Australia’s abhorrence of the
practice of torture and its willingness to contribute to the international community’s efforts to assist
people whose right to be free of
torture have been violated. We
believe that consistent with these
core values, Australia could also
make a significant contribution to
stopping and preventing torture
and ill-treatment by ratifying the

Optional Protocol to the Convention against Torture and Other
Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading
Treatment or Punishment.
In the course of our work, members of FASSTT have learned
much from survivors of torture
and trauma about diverse forms
of torture and ill treatment and
about circumstances which contribute to the widespread occurrence and persistence of these human rights violations. People who
are deprived of their liberty are
most at risk of being subjected to
torture and other cruel, inhuman
or degrading treatment or punishment because their well being is
utterly dependent on the officials
detaining them and their plight is
hidden from the outside world.
Torture and other cruel, inhuman
or degrading treatment or punishments are commonly thought
of as arising from deliberate acts
which are officially approved or
condoned. While there are indeed
states and institutions in which
physical and mental harm is intentionally inflicted at the instigation
of officials or with their knowledge, people deprived of their
liberty in other states and institutions are also frequently harmed
as a result of neglect or ignorance
by officials.
Many people who are detained in
prisons, psychiatric institutions,
detention facilities for asylum
seekers and other institutions are
particularly at risk because of factors such as their youth or because
they have experienced traumatic
events.
FASSTT has no doubt that independent scrutiny of places of
detention – which the Optional
Protocol is concerned to strengthen - is a critical component of
measures essential to stop and
prevent torture and deliberate or
inadvertent cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment or punishment.

The Optional Protocol constitutes
an innovative mechanism to assist
states throughout the world to take
concrete steps to prevent these violations occurring.
We are mindful of the weaknesses
of the Optional Protocol, for example, that it will not apply to countries with appalling human rights
records which decline to ratify it.
The Protocol will however contribute to enhancing safeguards
against torture and ill-treatment
in every country that does ratify it.
Australia has systems of inspection
of various types of institutions in
which people deprived of liberty
are detained. The activities of these
inspection systems would be complemented, not duplicated, by the
work of the panel of international,
multi-disciplinary experts established to implement the Optional
Protocol. That is the view taken by
the UK Government, which ratified
the Optional Protocol although its
places of detention are subject to
scrutiny by domestic bodies and
the European Committee for the
Prevention of Torture and Inhuman or Degrading Treatment or
Punishment. Other European
countries including Austria, Denmark, Finland, Italy, Norway and
Sweden have signed the Optional
Protocol, indicating that they also
consider the additional inspection
regime to be an important initiative for improved protection of human rights.
In the year in which Australia has
the honour of chairing the United
Nations Human Rights Commission, ratification of the Optional
Protocol would provide a strong
demonstration of the country’s
commitment to strengthening
the international human rights
machinery. It would enhance our
authority in human rights discussions that take place bilaterally and
in multilateral forums such as the
Commonwealth. We could represent an influential example in the
Asia-Pacific region where, at the

time of writing, only New Zealand
has signed the Optional Protocol.
The functioning of the Subcommittee and secretariat established
under the Optional Treaty will be
funded from the regular budget of
the UN, which will assist developing states willing to ratify the treaty
but who would not otherwise have
the resources to obtain detailed
advice from international experts
about their detention systems.
FASSTT understands that the cost
of establishing the Subcommittee
and its work over a two year period
has been estimated as approximately $US two million dollars,
which is less than 0.1% of the UN
regular budget.
If increasing numbers of countries
signal their determination to combat torture by ratifying the Protocol, even when they consider their
current domestic mechanisms to
be adequate, this will strengthen
international and internal pressure on governments which do
want to avoid exposure of their
institutions. Australia’s refusal
to ratify the Optional Protocol
would certainly provide a useful
precedent for other governments
to cite in support of their refusal
to ratify.
The Optional Protocol does not
impose any legal obligations on
Australia which are inconsistent
with the nation’s commitment
under other international instruments, to take effective action
to stop and prevent torture and
ill-treatment. Nor does it impose
any undue financial obligations on
Australia with respect to either national or international inspections
by experts.
FASSTT is therefore persuaded
that there are strong domestic and
international reasons for Australia
to ratify the Optional Protocol. If
the Committee desires, we would
be pleased to attend a hearing to
elaborate the basis of our view. 
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It’s not just S

ccer

A soccer tournament in rural New South Wales was more about
forging friendships than wining trophies. LO-SHU WEN travelled
with nine teams from migrant communities in Sydney and
Newcastle to find in Gunnedah strong local competition and
country hospitality. By Lo-Shu Wen
Australia is a lot more than just
tall buildings, large cityscapes
and sprawling suburbia. There
are boundless plains and snaking
valleys that represent the natural
beauty and resources that characterise rural Australia. For many
that arrive to Australia as refugees
and settle in the built-up areas of
Australia, they are occupied with
settling into the way of life in
the “big smoke” and have little
resources or time to uncover the
true treasures of the “outback”.
Similarly, city life has changed a
great deal. The cities have grown

38

to become a bastion of multiculturalism with both migrants and
refugees sharing their culture to
create what is an ever-changing
face of Australia.
The Gunnedah International
Cup, a soccer tournament, was envisioned to bridge this divide and
promote cross-cultural exchange
not only between the changing
face of the city and the country
but also between the growing diverse communities that exist within the city. After a failed initial
attempt, Jorge Aroche, Executive

Director of the NSW Service for
the Treatment and Rehabilitation
of Torture and Trauma Survivors
(STARTTS) was approached by
the Centre for Social Leadership at the Benevolent Society
to assist with the event. This new
partnership and the existing one
with Auburn Migrant Resource
Centre and Gunnedah Shire
Council ensured the fruition of
this event. It would seem that this
theme of partnership, working
together and unity would be carried through the whole weekend
as event after event displayed the

friendship and goodwill that was
being generated.
The trip kicked off on Friday 11
June when over a hundred young
people from eight different ethnic
backgrounds left Sydney together
for Gunnedah. They included
Afghan Hazara, Bosnian, Iraqi
Assyrian and Chaldean, Somali, Sierra Leone, Spanish Speaking, Sri
Lankan Tamil, and Vietnamese. In
the build up to the event, the Bosnian team received great support
from the community, such that
their uniforms were sponsored.
The Sudanese team joined us at
our stop at Hexham. This team
consisted of Sudanese who had
settled in Newcastle. The event was
a great opportunity for them to
spend time together as a community which they rarely do because
of their dispersed locality.
After several hours of travel, we
finally arrived at the Creative Arts
Centre in Gunnedah where we
were warmly greeted by a welcoming party which included the Mayor, Clr Gae Swain. In the Creative
Arts Centre, Gae presented to each
team, as welcoming gift, a sculpted
ornament made from wood from
the region with an inset of a gum
leaf. We then retired to our accommodation at the Lake Keepit Sport
and Recreation Facility.
Saturday was the big day of the soccer tournament. By this time, the
Iraqi Assyrian and Chaldean and
Spanish speaking women’s teams
had decided to amalgamate into
the one team: ‘Four Nations’ to
strengthen their chances to win.
This proved to be a successful move
until their lead striker was injured.
As the striker writhed in pain, the
teams playing on the adjacent field
stopped play to come and check
on her. As she was helped off the
field, both players and spectators
gave her a round of applause in
appreciation of her effort and

courage. This event proved to be a
catalyst for bringing ‘Four Nations’
and the Bosnian team, the opponents, closer together.

sharp their claws are. The Afghan
Hazara team were also able to get
reacquainted with a bird that is native to Afghanistan.

Friendships were being formed
on the men’s teams, too. The Sri
Lankan Tamils’ had adopted a pair
of twins from Gunnedah to play on
their team. With this injection of
energy, it propelled the Sri Lankan
Tamil team, normally a cricket
playing nation and not known for
their soccer expertise, into the finals past the more heavily favoured
teams. Elsewhere, there were
shin pads and soccer boots being
shared between teams in support
of one another. The Vietnamese
team weren’t strong in soccer but
were strong in spirit as they showed
their support for every team in the
competition by cheering wildly and
applauding loudly.

The day climaxed with the entertainment night at the local
servicemen’s and bowling club. It
was a night to share each other’s
culture. The Gunnedah community showed us how to crack
whips, how to tap dance, how to
juggle, the meaning of indigenous
dances, and how to have fun. In
return, the Sierra Leone, Somali,
Sri Lankan Tamil, Bosnian, Vietnamese, Sudanese, and Afghan
Hazara teams all shared an aspect
of their culture with the people of
Gunnedah, be it a dance, a song,
a glimpse into their humour, or a
gift. The night did not want to end
and the participants did not want
to leave, as they danced into the
night in unison.

The women’s final was between
the Bosnian and Gunnedah 2 team
and the men’s final was between
the Sri Lankan Tamil and Gunnedah 3. The eventual respective
victors were the Bosnian women’s
and the Gunnedah men’s teams.
But it could be said that everyone
was a winner because of the spirit
they shared, the friends they made
and the fun they had irrespective
of whether they won, loss, or drew.
The fun was not yet over by a
long shot. Sunday was filled with
activities. Amongst the activities
was a visit to the local museum to
learn about indigenous culture.
There was also a visit to a farm to
see sheep shearing and a sheep
dog demonstration. At the farm,
one Gunnedah local generously
decided to give the young people
a ride on his quad bike, whilst another decided to give them a go at
shearing a sheep. After this, it was
time for a trip to Waterways, a wildlife park, where the group were
able to get close to a koala and
feel how soft their fur is and how

On Monday, it was time to leave
Gunnedah for home. But, before
leaving we planted a tree together
with Gae in what was to be the
beginnings of a Peace Garden- a
lasting symbol of our time, what
we shared and the possibilities.
With a wave and a tinge of sadness
we bid Gunnedah goodbye but not
farewell, as the friendships formed
will be lasting. Gae’s sentiment
captures it best, she said, “We send
all of you our love. We will never
forget. God Bless.”
On the trip back to Sydney, we said
goodbye to our Sudanese friends
from Newcastle. We hugged. We
shook hands. We shared a laugh.
Back in Sydney there were similar scenes. It was time for us to
go back to the everyday with the
memory of the great weekend we
shared. There was much shaking of hands and embracing,
exchanging of numbers, emails
and whatnots, and a pledge that
we will meet each other again ...
as friends.
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Stuck in the middle

Debrieﬁng for interpreters
Professionals who work with people who have suffered high
levels of trauma are subjected to secondary and vicarious
traumatisation. Interpreters working at the coal-face, interpreting
for highly traumatised people, in highly charged situations, have
long been overlooked, but they are particularly vulnerable.
RISÉ BECKER and ROBIN BOWLES report on a psycho-educational
debriefing process developed by STARTTS together with the
Interpreter Service NSW.
In 2001, some of the NSW
Interpreter Service managers
contacted STARTTS regarding
training
and
support
for
interpreters who work with
severely traumatised and tortured
clients. STARTTS decided to run
two ‘focus groups’ for interpreters
to encourage the interpreters to
think about the effects of working
with traumatised clients, and to
discuss what would be helpful
for them in order to work more
effectively.
Not wanting to raise expectations of
what could be provided, STARTTS
ran a hybrid one-day program of
debriefing, needs assessment and
self help components.
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We sent out a questionnaire for
each participant to fill out and
bring along to the focus group,
as a way of beginning to think
about the topic beforehand.
During the morning we had small
group exercises designed to open
up feelings and thoughts about
working with trauma, and about
previous experiences of support
and debriefing. Interpreters
spoke about their work with
traumatised people and how it
affected them. One woman said,
“After a difficult session you can
feel very tense inside. You are
trying to block it off; you don’t
really know how you feel. The
parking has expired. It’s difficult
to identify that you feel anything.

You think it’s out there, it’s not
within your circle, but it is. Later
on you’re driving and you think
of it again. I’m always affected
by working with children, abuse
or illness, maybe because I’m a
mother.”
In the afternoon, the group had
more exercises for thinking about
what kinds of organisational
mechanisms had been helpful
and
could
be
realistically
provided to help them deal with
‘vicarious traumatisation’ and
other stresses. There was also
a self-help component looking
at individual responsibility for
taking care of oneself, both at
work and at home.

Other interpreters spoke of
being left, after difficult sessions,
carrying
unresolved
feelings
such as helplessness and anger
and with “permanent scars that
don’t go away”. They mentioned
crying while driving home and
experiencing intrusive memories.
Separating their work experiences
from their own lives is particularly
difficult: “In one case a child died.
It was 12 years ago. I just can’t
forget it. I have to live with it.
When the opportunity comes, you
try to take it out. When you talk
about it, it is as if it was yesterday,”
and another interpreter added
that “if you are affected too much
it is very hard and you have to
make sure you don’t cross the
border.” Another spoke of feeling
helpless: “There are people you
can’t help; this leaves you feeling
unfinished.”
There is a pressing need to
address these issues. Interpreters
identify strongly with their clients
and are affected by the abuses
of their clients and the system.
Thus, interpreters feel a dilemma
when seeing clients being forced
to wait for hours to see a doctor,
being treated by professionals
in an impersonal way, or simply
by the political climate being
unsympathetic to refugees and
asylum seekers.
Interpreters also feel that they
themselves are abused by the
system. They face moral dilemmas
in cases such as when being asked
to make a dialect report for a court
case or refugee determination
hearing, when it is not their role
and it prejudices the relationship
with the client.
Some professionals, it seems, fail
to understand the role of the
interpreter and treat them as if
they were relatives of the clients,
rather than professionals in their
own right. Some spoke of doctors

“screaming at the interpreter
rather than the patient”.
At times, too, the clients get angry
and take it out on the interpreter.
They also play power games
around which interpreters they
like or will have. Interpreters are
also placed in a difficult position
when they believe their clients
are not telling the truth, or when
clients use a lot of resources and
do not turn up. Then they feel
ashamed to be identified as being
from the same group.
The workshops gave rise to the
interpreters expressing many
feelings about their work. On the
positive side, comments made
indicated that interpreters find
their work interesting, stimulating
and linguistically challenging, and
they take pride in doing intense,
sophisticated
and
accurate
interpreting. They feel good about
helping clients and professionals
to bridge the communication gap
and helping sick, stressed and
unhappy clients.
There is a great deal of satisfaction
in supporting people through
life and death situations, being
involved in moments of deep
connection in counselling people
and in seeing a successful outcome
to difficult long term cases.
Interpreters find it interesting to
hear life histories and experiences
of other people, and to observe
the process of change in
psychotherapy; they feel that they
can learn a lot for themselves and
their families.
However, the work takes a high
toll. Feelings of helplessness
are common, especially when one
is the intermediary between
a
traumatised
client
and
a professional who may be
somewhat insensitive or matter-offact in presenting bad news. The
interpreters find it hard to have to

interpret an angry or disciplining
message from a professional or,
perhaps, a lukewarm message
where greater warmth would
be appropriate. Professionally,
the interpreter ought simply to
translate accurately and pass on
the professional’s words, but it is
only human and natural for the
interpreter to want to intercede
– to soften the blow or disguise
the lack of sensitivity. Interpreters
bring not only linguistic skills,
but usually also bring a set
of
cultural
understandings.
They may understand very
well the professional’s cultural
insensitivities, but they are
themselves professionally bound
simply to pass on the message. As
one interpreter said, “the patient
may think it is you”.
All in all, it is clear that many
interpreters feel that they are
not adequately respected as
professionals
by
the
other
professionals with whom they
work, such as when a doctor goes
over time and the interpreter has
another appointment booked. The
linguistic difficulty of the job is not
really appreciated; in translating
abstract phrases such as ‘hot pain’,
is it ‘burning pain’ or ‘chronic
pain’?
The job can be lonely, stressful
and demanding. They drive long
distances in the country, or rush
from session to session in the
city when patients are sometimes
uncooperative and they have no
choice about with whom they work.
Interpreters speak of “giving and
giving until there is nothing left”.
Given
the
difficulties
that
interpreters
experience,
the
importance of the briefing
and debriefing processes are
vital. There are situations when
interpreters need briefing to
prepare them for what they are
about to experience, but more
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often they need to be debriefed
after difficult sessions. Debriefing
is occasionally offered (“once
in a blue moon”) by individual
professionals, but this is not routine
or standard practice. Making it
routine would confront the notion
that debriefing was for those who
could not cope. ‘To be offered it
as a normal part of the team is not
stigmatising. If it is normal, then
you don’t feel bad about it. If you
are the only one, then you say you
don’t need it. It should be part
of the normal routine.” Another
added that “you don’t want to be
seen as if you can’t do your job
properly”.
When debriefing is offered, one
interpreter said, “You notice the
difference... You feel cleansed,
you feel fantastic. I still remember
it though it was years ago, you felt
included, and you feel a part of the
team. We consider ourselves to be
a part of the team, but we are not
always treated like that”.
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talk to an outsider who is looking
at it from a different point of
view. It is hard to look at our own
emotions. Is my reaction due to
my previous experience (what
I went through) or due to what
happened in the session?”
The
recommendations
that
came out of the workshops are
leading to further work with
interpreters and those who use
their services. The culture within
the Interpreter Service needs to
change. Debriefing should be
seen as a necessary and important
part of working, reflecting that
the professional is ‘in touch’
and focussed on the work rather
than being overwhelmed. Not
being affected may be worse
than being affected, suggesting
that the worker is switched off
or numb. Literature on vicarious
traumatisation outlines that it is
impossible not to be affected by
being exposed to trauma of this
magnitude.

Many feel the need for
debriefing, but it must occur
in the right context.
Some
interpreters see debriefing with
their colleagues as the best
arrangement, normalising it and
making it part of the process
of working with traumatised
people. Others feel that they
would rather have one-on-one
sessions with the professional,
and that they need professionals
to understand their needs in
the process. “I need to trust
that person. It’s very distressing
for me; I don’t want someone I
can’t trust. It wouldn’t happen
within the organisation because
everyone is interconnected. You
need a one-to-one talk. Some
people are very private.”

Debriefing will be encouraged
and available, but it will not be
mandatory or uniform. People
will be directed towards utilising
resources as a matter of course
in a positive and constructive way.
Debriefing mechanisms need to
suit different people; some like a
space for coffee while others like
to talk. The informal structures
that are the mainstay of the
organisation must continue and
be encouraged, such as people
talking to colleagues about how
they are affected.

They also want professionals’
expertise turned towards them,
and their own experiences to be
taken seriously: “I would like to

There will be more workshops.
These go some way towards
addressing the issues. People feel
motivated and involved, validated

The idea of briefing will also be
encouraged when possible. This
should be suggested to other
service providers and organisations
that use interpreter services.

in their professional roles, and
excited by the focus groups. Some
interpreters requested and now
receive ongoing individual help.
It is to their credit that the
managers of the Interpreter
Service invited STARTTS in
and continue to encourage our
comments. This bodes well for
successful cultural change in
the organisation and ensuring
that interpreters have ongoing
support in dealing with their
vicarious traumatisation. This
work is an on going collaborative
effort and the managers are
hoping that over time all the
recommendations
will
be
addressed and they are beginning
initiatives to do so.
A working party has been
established,
made
up
of
managers,
interpreters
and
representatives from STARTTS
and Refugee Health to review
and
implement
proposals
arising from the focus groups.
Currently the group is focussing
on training needs of interpreters
and counsellors. In time, the
group is hoping to produce a
resource document educating
some practitioners and clients
about these issues. Having
interpreters helping with these
tasks has multiple functions.
Firstly, they offer a specific
perspective. Secondly, as active
change representatives, they
have some control and a voice
in their own right. This in itself
is a burnout antidote since it
gives them some control over
their work life. This group
will hopefully come up with
a document to educate and
inform service providers about
the feelings of this vital part of
any therapeutic team, when help
is offered and the monolingual
professional does not have the
vital ingredient to help, that is,
the capacity to communicate.

REVIEWS
Superterrorism Policy Responses
Policy Responses, Edited by Lawrence
Freedman, Blackwell Publishing,
2002, 178 pages.
Reviewed by Vincent Sicari
The spectre of a nuclear holocaust
has held the western world
enthralled since the 1950’s. In the
era of the cold war it was easy to
imagine the nuclear rivals, the USA
and the USSR, wiping out civilization by sending intercontinental
ballistic missiles hurtling across
the globe towards each other. It
came close to happening on at
least one occasion that we know
about when President Kennedy of
the USA and President Kruschev
of the, now defunct, USSR stared
each other down over the Cuban
missile crisis.
In the post cold war era it is harder
to imagine such an Armageddon
kind of scenario, but each generation appears to need, or even crave,
a holocaust image of its own. The
one we have invented for ourselves
is “superterrorism”. Superterrorism is a phenomenon that has not
yet manifested itself in actuality
to this time. No large American
city has yet been devastated by a
nuclear device or other weapon
of mass destruction wielded by a
terrorist intent on the destruction
of civilization as we know it. No
terrorist has yet contaminated the
water supply of a major western
city killing the population in an
instant of frenzied, convulsive and
universal death.

Nevertheless the fear of death on
a grand scale fascinates us, fascinates our society. We flock to films
depicting sudden and gargantuan
destruction of whole cities and
civilizations. We appear to need
the images of death on a vast scale
whether it be of a Pompei disappearing under a cloud of volcanic
ash and pumice or a New York
overcome by a new and instantaneous ice-age.
The book edited by Lawrence
Freedman draws us in with similar
images of death and dying on a vast
scale. The book is a compendium of
articles by leading researchers into
the phenomenon of terrorism and
postulates the possibility, and even
inevitability, of a large scale attack
on an unsuspecting western city by
malevolent terrorists determined
to devastate the evil societies they
are battling. The book asks many
questions but leaves you a little
unsatisfied with the few answers
it delivers. From “what is terrorism?” asked by John Gearson in his
opening essay, to “what responses
are available?” asked by Anne
Deighton and Charles Grant, the
reader cannot but be left wondering what the real nature of terrorism is in the twenty first century
and how our open societies (while
they remain so) can deal with it.
While the history of terrorism is
explored, from the fundamentalist Jewish sects in the time of
Jesus who used curved daggers
to destroy their opponents, to
the Al Qaeda cells of today who

use more modern technology,
the sense of not knowing who the
terrorists are or their motivation
remains in the reader’s mind as
a kind of fog of uncertainty. Of
course this is exactly because
terrorism is just what we decide
it is. It is terrorism to blow up an
American embassy in Nairobi but
it may not be terrorism to destroy
a Japanese city of 100,000 citizens
during a devastating world war.
The question that one is left feeling
must be asked is, “what is the real
motivation of this or that act of
wonton destruction?” and how can
we deal with it? And this is where
Lawrence Freedman’s book leaves
us unsatisfied. It does not deal
with militant Islamic fundamentalism as it currently manifests itself
in anger and frustration at the
American and Western domination of the globe. It does not seek
the answers from the source of
the conflagration we are currently
experiencing; and it does not seek
justification from the men and
women who are sending the world

43

REVIEWS
into war to battle the myth of the
terrorist state. There is not one
Arab voice in the book, there is
no dissenting argument put by the
dissenters themselves.
Since the book was published in
December 2002 there has been
an invasion of a country said to
be in league with superterrorists.
There has been the “shock and
awe” bombing of a major Arab
city. There has been the continuing destruction of Palestinian homes in the West Bank and
Gaza Strip. There has been the
targeted killing, using precision
bombing by helicopter gunships,
of the enemies of the status quo in
Israel. And there has been the ongoing torture and imprisonment,
without charge, of suspected
terrorists in the obscenity without
name of Abu Graib and Guantanamo Bay.
One is left asking how the bombing
of the World Trade Centre can
be understood and how can one
compare it to other acts of large
scale destruction. How does this
one act of wonton killing change
the nature of the debate of east
versus west, of power versus
oppression, of economic might
versus the powerlessness of eternal
poverty? One is left asking again,
and in another light, what is superterrorism and what motivates the
alleged perpetrators?
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Tampering with asylum
A universal humanitarian
problem
(Frank Brennan. 234 pp. University of Queensland Press.
rrp $30)
Reviewed by David Finlay
‘It is now virtually impossible for a refugee lawfully
and honestly to flee into a first-world country seeking
asylum.’
If nothing else Australia’s refugee/mandatory
detention/secure borders/Pacific solution (echoes
of the Final Solution?) policies have been a fillip to
Australian publishing and academic paper production. A Google internet search on the terms: refugees
+ Australia + government policy yields 265,000 hits;
a search on: asylum seekers + Australia + government policy results in over 110,000 hits; a search on:
tampering with asylum + brennan gives 301 results !
Similarly, I know of at least 30 books on the subject,
including 3 children’s and 2 adult novels, published
in the last 5 years.
The title under review is one of the more accessible
non-fiction books. Frank Brennan is the most well
known Jesuit in Australia. He is long time advocate of
human rights in general and Aboriginal Australians
rights, and more lately the rights of asylum seekers.
The book covers the history of Australian government
policy on refugees/asylum seekers, the development
and application of the present policies, a comparison
with policies and practices in other First World countries, and suggestions for a better, more humane way
of treating asylum seekers who reach our shores.
His book is strangely unemotional, as if the argument
will be taken more seriously for being so. Too easily the
isolationists try to dismiss calls for more humane treatment for asylum seekers as being “emotional”- how can
one be concerned about the health, sanity, indeed life,
of fellow humans without being “emotional”?

when did we see you hungry and
feed you, or thirsty and give you
something to drink? ‘ [Matthew
25: 37]3
Brennan is at pains to provide
a balanced view of refugee
policy and, to my mind, is far
too generous with the government and former responsible Minister Philip Ruddock.

Similarly, he does not express an
explicit Catholic or even Christian
viewpoint (he does make an appeal
to compassion). While I can see
why he has done this I still find
it incongruous that in an (at least
nominally) Christian country with
a self declared Christian Prime
Minister and previous Minister for
Immigration one can not use the
words of Christ to support ones
argument –
‘Then he said to them, “Whoever
welcomes this little child in my
name welcomes me…[Luke 9:48]
“For I was hungry and you gave me
something to eat, I was thirsty and
you gave me something to drink,
I was a stranger and you invited
me in, I needed clothes and you
clothed me, I was sick and you
looked after me, I was in prison and
you came to visit me. ‘ [Matthew 25:
35-36]
Indeed the above esteemed gentlemen’s response might well be
when they get to heaven: ‘Lord,

Three things in the current debate
annoy me constantly, firstly the
above mention stricture not to be
emotional, and secondly the lack
of reference to religion which is
supposed to be the underlying
basis of our society and human
rights in general.
Happily, Brennan does address the
third thing. That is the idea that
Australia has always been the land
of a “fair go”, and that the policies
of the last 10 years are an anomaly.
He examines the historical context
and finds the line adopted under
the Government of Prime Minister John Howard since 1996 to be
a result of evolution rather than
revolution.
Australia has, unfortunately, a long
history of exclusion stretching
from the expulsions and barring
of Chinese in the 19th century
(culminating in the White Australia Policy), through the rejection of
Jewish asylum seekers before and
during World War II, and the stigmatisation of “reffos” immediately
after that war.
Previous governments have readily
stigmatised asylum seekers as ‘boat

people’ and ‘economic refugees’
and have willingly blurred the
statistical boundaries around the
intakes of refugees. Tampering with
Asylum also explains and exposes
the shameful use of neologism to
stigmatise asylum seekers. Terms
such as “queue jumpers”, “economic refugees”, “illegals”, etc.
Hopefully, the uninformed readers will be better informed about
mandatory detention, interdiction
at sea, refoulement, queue jumpers, appeals process and upstream
disruption. And will treat asylum
seekers as individual persons
rather than statistics, or just as
badly, as people from cultures
where self-harm and suicide are,
to quote the former minister, “part
of their culture”
The author contests the unreasonable conditions of TPVs (Temporary Protection Visa holders);
once accepted as a refugee, the
asylum seeker should be allowed
residency and the right to family
reunion.
Finally, he points out Australia is
in breach of the Refugee Convention, the ICCPR, the conventions
on the rights of children and
against racial discrimination; and
in certain cases of forced return to
unsafe countries, the convention
against torture.
This is a book worth reading but I
can’t help wondering who will read
it, those who are already “converted” or those that are unthinking or
uninformed supporters of current
government policy?
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RefugeeTransitions
A publication of the Forum of Australian Services
for Survivors of Torture and Trauma
Refugee Transitions exists to report on a wide
range of refugee and human rights issues of
relevance to the work of the members of the
Forum of Australian Services for Survivors of
Torture and Trauma (FASSTT). It aims to
•
•
•
•

focus attention on the impact of organised
violence and human rights abuses on health
provide ideas on intervention models to
address the health and social needs of
refugees
debate and campaign for changes necessary
to assist, empower and strengthen refugee
communities in their settlement process
provide a vehicle for cultural and personal
expression.
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PO Box 203 Fairfield NSW 2165
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Business telephone
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Email
Method of Payment
I have enclosed a cheque/money order (made
payable to Friends of STARTTS) for $36 (GST
inclusive)
Please charge $36 to my credit card
Bankcard
Cardholder’s Name
Card Number
Expiry date
Cardholder’s Signature
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Membership
The Forum of Australian Services for Survivors of Torture and Trauma (FASSTT) is
a national coalition of eight service-providing agencies that respond to the needs
of survivors of torture and trauma who have come to Australia from overseas as
refugees/humanitarian entrants. There is an agency in each state and territory of
Australia. FASSTT and its member agencies seek to combat the impact of torture and
trauma on the individual, the family, and the community through: health assessment
and referral; information provision; counseling and advocacy; training of other service
providers; service innovation; and community capacity building.
To demonstrate your support for this work with refugees, you can become a member
of the FASSTT member agency in your State/Territory. To find out more, contact the
agency in your State/Territory by phone, fax, email or post. Contact details are:
If you live in the ACT
Companion House
41 Fairfax Street
O’Connor, ACT 2602
ph 02 6247 7227
fax 02 6247 1416
email companionhouse@tpg.com.au

If you live in South Australia
STTARS
12 Hawker Street
Bowden, SA 5007
ph 08 8346 5433
fax 08 8346 5755
email sttars@sttars.org.au

If you live in New South Wales
STARTTS
PO Box 203
Fairfield, NSW 2165
ph 02 9794 1900
fax 02 9794 1910
email startts@swsahs.nsw.gov.au

If you live in Tasmania
Phoenix Support Service for Survivors
of Torture and Trauma
Migrant Resource Centre South
49 Molle Street
Hobart, Tasmania 7000
Ph 03 6234 9411
Fax 03 6231 1264

If you live in the Northern
Territory
Melaleuca Refugee Centre
PO Box 1226
Nightcliff, NT 0814
Ph 08 8985 3311
Fax 08 8985 3322
Email admin@melaleuca.org.au
If you live in Queensland
QPASTT
PO Box 6254
Fairfield, Queensland 4103
Ph 07 3391 6677
Fax 07 3391 6388
Email admin@qpastt.org.au

If you live in Victoria
VFST
PO Box 96
Parkville, Victoria 3052
Ph 03 9388 0022
Fax 03 9387 0828
Email administrator@survivorsvic.org.au
If you live in Western Australia
ASeTTS
286 Beaufort St
Perth WA 6000
ph 08 9227 2700
fax 08 9227 2777
email reception@asetts.org.au

47

Untitled
By Maria Cristina Sanchez San Juan Avila
If you look through the window and see
that I take long to come back,
Don’t despair
I am weaving with threads of dreams a lack of hope
That the day is coming when you
will be there
You with your open smile son of longings
I’ll come back. I don’t know if it will be night or
day, winter or summer
I don’t know if I will take the stars with me to
please you
Because I am certain it will never be
too late
I’ll come back to your life covered
with breezes of freedom
I’ll kiss your hope
I’ll comb your hair
And your young steps will
join me to kill my
loneliness
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Si miras por la ventana
y ves que demoro en
volver,
No desesperes
Que estoy tejiendo con
hilos de sueños
Y punto de esperanza –
ese día que viene
En donde estarás tú!…
sonrisa franca
Hijo de añoranza.
Volveré! No sé, si será de noche o de día
Invierno o verano,
No sé, si te llevaré estrellas para adularte,
Pero estoy cierta, que nunca será tarde!
Volveré a tu vida
Cubierta con aires de libertades
Besaré, tu esperanza,
Peinaré tus cabellos
Y tu paso joven me acompañará,
Para matar mis soledades.

