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T

he year 2013 was a very special one for
STARTTS as we celebrated 25 years of
providing services to torture and trauma
survivors. Over that time STARTTS has grown
considerably to meet the needs of trauma survivors, with
many new staff coming on board across all our Sydney
and regional offices. We have continued to lead the way
in new approaches to treatment of trauma and its effects
on the brain, through training, community development
and in many other ways. Our 25th year was so special

because it showed us how far we had come.
Almost 800 people gathered in Fairfield to celebrate
our milestone on December 6 last year. Guided by our
MC, SBS’s Anton Enus, STARTTS staff, together
with The NSW Governor Professor Marie Bashir,
Senator Concetta Fierravanti-Wells, and other guests,
spoke about all that we have achieved, the challenges yet
to be faced and the people who inspire our work.
RICHARD WALKER put together some of their
reflections.
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Once you come to STARTTS you
find where you belong. I’ve been
to so many organisations, but
nothing compares to STARTTS.
– Abraham Ajok

45

How did STARTTS
come into existence?
Associate Professor Roger Gurr,
Chairman of the STARTTS Board

–
In the 1970s and 1980s, Australia had been taking in
increasing numbers of refugees, starting with people
escaping right-wing military coups in Chile, Argentina,
Uruguay, and the left-wing authoritarian regimes of
Vietnam and Cambodia. As a psychiatrist and as the
National President of Amnesty International in Australia
at that time, I was fully aware of the torture and trauma
that these people suffered and the urgent need to help
with recovery. In my day job as a community psychiatrist
in Blacktown, I was also aware that refugees were
presenting to general health services which just did not
know what to do with them, how to help them, and this
was becoming a problem that management needed to
solve. Professor Janice Reid, who is a medical
anthropologist, wrote a report on the needs of traumatised
refugees. Her persuasive report helped our campaign to
get bipartisan political support and government funding.

“I always think if
STARTTS wasn’t at my
back, I wouldn’t be here
today and become who I am
today. A person – a responsible
person – looking forward to a
better future. I can see the light.
Always they show me the light,
and they lead me to it.”
– Daniel Saeed
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Why is STARTTS needed?
Jorge Aroche,
STARTTS CEO

–
Our job, our mission, goes beyond helping people
overcome specific symptoms; it involves empowering
them to regain control of their internal resources, to
reclaim their lives and their future, and to transform
horror into hope.
Torture and trauma services are an essential service
for a country with a refugee program, not just because
rehabilitation after torture is the right and humane thing
to do, or because Article 14 of the Convention says we
should, but because assisting people who have been
affected by torture and refugee trauma to regain their
capacity to live up to their potential and contribute fully
to our society represents one of the cleverest and longer
sighted investments we can make in our nation.

Professor Roger Gurr
PHOTO: David Maurice Smith/Oculi.

“You’ve taught us that
regaining health after torture
is only the beginning. That
the real results of our work
can be best seen in your
thriving families, in the
contribution you make day by
day to our society, and in the
certainty of a brighter future
that can be seen in the faces
of your children.”
– Jorge Aroche
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–
Our focus has always been on the health needs of the
people who are already here, to help them to achieve
recovery, to become socially included and productive
citizens for current and future generations. We know
that just coming to the lucky country is not enough.
Having gone through multiple traumas, losses and grief,
people do need assistance to settle into our environment,
our culture and our social systems. We have learnt that
it is usually only after the essentials, of adequate income,
a stable home, and completion of education or obtaining
a job, are in place that the psychological and physical
scars of violent conflict, torture and other traumas rise
to the surface.

Dr Jose Quiroga

–
The aim of torture rehabilitation has really been to
empower torture survivors, to help them integrate terrible
traumatic experience into their lives and be a productive
member of society. Working with them is difficult because
the principal problem that the torture survivors have,
from the psychological point of view, is that they don’t
believe in human beings. How are they going to believe
in them after this terrible experience? The work of all of
us is that we are a bridge between them and the rest of
the human beings, and this is the work that we have to
do, integrate them in this situation.
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What impact has STARTTS had?
John Feneley,
NSW Mental Health Commissioner

–
STARTTS helps in the process of healing. Understanding
a person’s full history understanding their background,
where they have come from and what they have been
through is important. As is working with them to
overcome and deal with those issues, and providing them
with wraparound care in the community so they can live
well and thrive. And of course, that’s really what
STARTTS is all about.
This is a wonderful example of the extraordinary
power of community. It really is a tremendous example
of just how rich and powerful this local community is
and how much it appreciates and values the services that
have been provided by STARTTS over all of these years.
I would like to congratulate and recognise STARTTS
because it has done a lot. It has shown leadership, it has
been persistent, it has stayed with it, and it has provided
the services, and of course, importantly, it has embraced
and recognised the power and resilience of the community
that it has around it.

Senator Concetta Fierravanti-Wells

–
I recognise that organisations such as yours are particularly
adept at tailoring your services to meet contemporary
challenges whilst professionally managing a large case
load. It is in the interests of all Australians that we work
together in building a positive future for all. This future
can only be achieved through mutual respect, cooperation
and understanding.
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Jorge Aroche,
STARTTS CEO

–
When our job is done, the outcomes we see go well
beyond the wellbeing of the individual we have assisted…
they can be seen in the smiles and brighter future of
their children, in their economic, social and cultural
contribution to the community at large, and in the
thousands of intangible ways in which lives well lived
strengthen and vitalise the fabric of our society.

Ms Nurcan Kiyak
(former client of STARTTS)

–
It was a wonderful group of people who had the
knowledge and experience, understanding and empathy,
love and care for people in difficulties. Their determination
to make a positive change in my life was very obvious
and then things started to be different in my life. My
isolation was broken. I was not feeling lonely and lost
quite as much as before. There was somebody caring for
me, worrying for me, and I was feeling a sense of
belonging to a group.
I started to share my painful experiences, sadness,
as well as good memories and happiness. I started to
share my dreams and wishes and started to make plans
for the future. All this helped me build confidence, to
stand up and to walk towards the future. I started to
look for ways to find the light at the end of the tunnel.

“STARTTS has really been
a very strong foundation for
me. They helped me be me the counselling helped me to
be me, to be who I really am.
Because when I came here
I wasn’t really myself.”

“Survivors of torture and
trauma do not have to be
defined by their experiences.
What STARTTS is about is
giving hope to people who
feel hopeless, who think
they cannot do it. You can do
it. You can keep going and
achieve what you thought
was unachievable.”

– Bernadette Musu Bedell

– Elisabeth
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Challenges and directions for the future
Jorge Aroche,
STARTTS CEO

–
STARTTS has continued to explore new and more
effective ways to address the impact of trauma at various
levels, sometimes learning and adapting from work in
other fields, other times developing new approaches in
our own right. This creates at least two challenges; one
is to develop the means to evaluate, research and
document their effectiveness, and the other is to ensure
that the valuable lessons learnt in this process make
their way beyond STARTTS, and contribute
to the work of similar services elsewhere, and even to
the work in related fields of trauma both in Australia
and beyond.
Another ongoing challenge is the impact of policy
changes and the unfortunate political and media discourse
that often goes with it. It affects people’s lives and their
process of recovery far more than most people realise,
and it works against what Australia does really well;
assisting people damaged by torture and other humanrights violations to overcome their problems and become
contributing members of our society.
The last challenge I want to highlight today is one
that arises out of the changes in the demographics of
our client group. On the one hand, we have a younger
client group, and while our services to children and young
people have increased, there are still gaps, particularly
in school settings which we know could make a big

Final thoughts from our CEO
Jorge Aroche: Finally, I would like to convey a big thank
you from all of us to the thousands of clients with whom
we have had the privilege to work over the last 25 years,
many of whom we continue to work with as friends,
supporters, community leaders and volunteers. You’ve
taught us that regaining health after torture is only the
beginning. That the real results of our work can be best
seen in your thriving families, in the contribution you
make day by day to our society, and in the certainty of
a brighter future that can be seen in the faces of your
children. To help bring this about has been STARTTS’
mission for the last 25 years and will continue to be so
with you as our main source of inspiration.
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difference to their ability to settle successfully and do
well in life. The other is a reflection of the fact that
Australia has had a refugee policy since 1977. Therefore,
many people who arrived here as adults, have begun to
reach an age where the impact of trauma interacts with
age-related conditions, often creating complex
presentations and much distress. This is a relatively
uncharted area that requires more focus and resources.
The last 25 years have proven that challenges can
not only be conquerable, but incredibly rewarding
learning experiences. And STARTTS takes great pride
in being a learning organisation.

Professor Roger Gurr

–
Jorge spoke about the exciting developments in therapies
and future potentials for these. The challenge is to find
the resources to continue this development and to adapt
them to other areas of complex trauma. We don’t see
ourselves just restricting what we do to torture and
trauma as such; we have got lessons for the general
trauma field.
A challenge for STARTTS is to resource the
development of innovative training and of supervision
methods and tools, because 25 years of experience has
shown that health professionals find the work with
traumatised refugees too difficult without extensive
training, extensive supervision and personal support.

“...assisting people who
have been affected by
torture and refugee trauma
to regain their capacity to
live up to their potential
and contribute fully to our
society represents one
of the cleverest and longer
sighted investments we
can make in our nation.”
– Jorge Aroche
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To help us celebrate our

Anniversary, STARTTS invited
MS NURCAN KIYAK, one of

our former clients, to speak about
her experiences. Her speech was
both moving and inspiring.
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Good morning everybody. First, I want to thank STARTTS
for inviting me today to speak about my experiences as a
refugee. After many years it will be an opportunity to
express my gratitude towards the people and services who
have contributed greatly to my healing process after
difficult refugee experiences.
When I was asked to do a presentation at the
STARTTS 25 years celebration, I felt oh no, no. Public
speaking is stressful, especially if it is about your personal
experiences and in your second language. I told myself,
“Nurcan, you have enough stress. Be smart and stay away
from any extra burden”. However, the other part of my
heart said, “No, no, you should do it. You should do it to
show the importance of STARTTS and other similar
services for this particular group of people.
“You should do it for recognition of the importance
of the contribution of service providers and you should
do it to inspire people who are still suffering or are at
the early stages of the healing process”.
Before I begin, I would like to recognise the traditional
custodians of the land on which we meet today. I want
also to recognise the people here today who have similar
life experiences as mine.
Now, let’s talk about me. As Anton mentioned during
his introduction, I’m from Turkey. Turkey is a very

beautiful country with its climate, culture, history and
so on. People in my country are very expressive, very
dynamic. If they are not happy with administrators or
implementation of any new legislation they quickly get
together to voice their concerns and protest. I was raised
in this environment and shaped similarly. I had been a
political activist and participated in different movements
to improve democratic standards and human rights in
the country. My main focus was women and disadvantaged minority groups, religious and ethnic groups.
I was active in the human-rights association in
publishing a woman’s magazine discussing the issues
of Kurdish women.
As you know, opposition always has a price to pay.
It was the same for me too. In several instances I had
been taken into custody, experienced different forms of
torture and put into gaol. During the last incident I
suffered five broken bones. I wasn’t able to walk and
needed to have two operations. My husband was in
prison. I was on conditional release for the duration of
the treatment.
Then my husband was released, pending trial. We
had an opportunity to escape many years imprisonment.
We organised fake papers, including passports, to come
to Australia. Australia wasn’t our preference, it was the
only option given to us by the man who organised our
travel. Consequently, I started a new journey. After a
long and difficult trip to arrive in Australia, we were put
into the detention centre. It was a very disappointing
start in the new country.
After being granted a visa to live in the community,
we started to build a new life. They were very painful
days. I was missing – oh no, I don’t want to cry! I was
missing my mum, my dad, my siblings. I was missing
my workplace, my friends, and endless discussions and
debates on different issues on the agenda at local and
international levels. I was missing being loved. I was
missing being cared for. Many more things I was missing.
At this time, I wasn’t able to speak English and I didn’t
meet many people who spoke my language. There were
just a few job opportunities that I could apply for because
of language barriers. Oh, my God! I was a mess. I was
feeling lost in the cosmos. I was very isolated, very lonely.
In addition to PTSD [post-traumatic stress disorder], I
started to experience grief symptoms, such as a sense of
emptiness, sleep and appetite disturbances, excessive
activity to keep myself from thinking.
At this stage, I was very sad, constantly crying and I
was asking myself why did I have to live here and why
did I have to do the things I was doing? I was very angry,
tired, anxious and irritated. I was aware that there was
a light at the end of the tunnel, but I wasn’t able to see

it or able to find a way to reach it.
One day, one of the teachers from my English class
approached me. We started to talk about the issues I
was having and she gave me some information about
STARTTS and a pamphlet with the contact details.
Shortly after, I made the first appointment with them.
I started to see a counsellor from STARTTS. At the
beginning, I was having difficulties in trusting someone
because of my personal experiences, but in a short time
she built a good rapport and communication between
us. After initial assessment, my counsellor started
to identify my broad range of needs to be addressed.
They were welfare, employment, education, physical
and mental-health issues, and so on. She started to
provide counselling, as well as liaison and referral to
relevant services.
A multi-disciplinary team was working with me. It
was including, but not limited to, psychiatrist Angie,
counsellors Cecelia and Julie, physiotherapist Sue, and
lovely interpreter Gül. It was a wonderful group of people,
who had the knowledge and experience, understanding
and empathy, love and care, for people in difficulties.
Their determination to make a positive change in my
life was very obvious and then things started to be
different in my life. My isolation was broken. I wasn’t
feeling lonely and lost quite as much as before. There
was somebody caring for me, worrying for me, and I was
having a sense of belonging to a group.
I started to share my painful experiences, sadness, as
well as good memories and happiness. I started to share
my dreams and wishes as I started to make plans for the
future. All this helped me to build confidence, to stand
up and to walk towards the future. I started to look for
ways to find the light at the end of the tunnel. I started
a course in community services at TAFE while I was
working as a cleaner and then I completed study in social
work at uni. I have been working in health at different
positions for many years.
Currently I am working as a bilingual counsellor for
multicultural problem-gambling services and running
my private practice. I provide support for disadvantaged
people, especially migrants and refugees, to make positive
change in their lives. I would like to contribute more
and more to the society in our new country. This is a way
to give back as well as be a part of the healing process.
Although I still miss the things I left back in my home
country and grief is still in my life, I love my new country
that provided a safe and free life for me and my family.
If I didn’t have contact with STARTTS I don’t believe
that I would have been as successful as I feel today. And
many thanks to you guys, I will always remember you
and your remarkable impact on my life.
REFLECTIONS FROM THE 25TH ANNIVERSARY
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