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Message from the Director
Welcome to the twelth issue 
of Refugee Transitions, now 
no longer the magazine of the 
National Forum of Services for 
Survivors of Torture and Trauma 
(NFSSTT), but of the Forum of 
Australian Service for Survivors 
of Torture and Trauma (FASSTT). 
The aims, objectives and practices 
of “the forum” remain the same, 
but we now have a much catchier 
acronym (which we will endeavour 
to live up to in future issues).

The gestation period for this 
issue has taken a while longer 
than anticipated, but I am 
pleased to introduce a terrific 
twelfth issue that incorporates a 
number of great articles and that 
takes Refugee Transitions a lot 
further as a national magazine. 
The last few months have been 
tremendously eventful for refugee 
issues in general and for National 
Forum agencies in particular, and 
this is reflected in many of the 
articles featured in this issue. 
The implications of the temporary 
protection visa policy is explored 
in two articles; one,- “Living 
in Limbo”- provides an insight 
into the reality of everyday 
life for Temporary Protection 
Visa (TPV) holders through the 
eyes of several people in this 
situation. The other, “Smoke on 
the Horizon”, examines the long-
term implications of these policies 
not just on the TPV holders 
themselves, but also on Australian 
society from a social capital 
perspective.

Our forgotten conflict section 
focuses on Tibet, a human 
rights situation that has only 
sporadically made headlines 
lately, yet remains a source 
of concern internationally and 
continues to produce substantial 
numbers of refugees. On this 
note, it is also worth mentioning 
that Olga Yoldi’s last “Forgotten 
Conflicts” article on Kurdistan 
was very well received, attracting 
expressions of appreciation from 
Kurdish communities in both 
Australia and overseas.

This issue also features an 
update on the situation in West 
Papua, another conflict that 
fails to attract much media 
attention despite the very 
difficult conditions and restricted 

freedom endured by the people 
of West Papua. Following on from 
previous articles on this topic, 
we also re-visit the difficult issue 
of human trafficking with “ A 
Formal Homecoming and a Family 
Reunion, an article focusing on 
the homecoming side of the 
ordeal for those that manage 
to be liberated from human 
trafficking.

In addition to providing a focus on 
national and international issues 
affecting refugees, “Refugee 
Transitions” is committed to 
providing a window into the 
way various aspects of the work 
of torture and trauma services 
actually take place.  This issue 
includes two articles, focusing 
on “Recovery from Torture and 
Trauma”, and the potential role 
of homeopathy in an integrated 
approach to assist torture and 
trauma survivors, from Victoria 
and Queensland respectively.

Before I leave you to enjoy these 
great articles, however, I would 
like to comment on an issue that 
shines because of its absence in 
this Refugee Transitions if only 
because it occurred too close to 
our closing date for publishing: 
Australia’s decision to withhold 
its signature from the Optional 
Protocol to the Convention against 
Torture. As torture and trauma 
services, working day in and 
day out with people that have 
survived the horrors of torture we 
find this decision abhorrent and 
incongruent with all the values 
that Australia traditionally stands 
for.

In the words of Amnesty 
International, “The Optional 
Protocol to the Convention 
against Torture establishes an 
international sub-committee of 
independent experts enabled to 
visit any place of detention under 
the jurisdiction of a state which 
ratifies this protocol, whenever 
necessary and without prior 
consent, in order to monitor 
the treatment and conditions of 
detention of people deprived of 
their liberty.” It is essentially a 
measure to introduce a system 
that can be more effective in 
monitoring adherence to the 
Convention against Torture by 
its signatories, and it is designed 

to put pressure on countries 
that are suspected of engaging 
in systematic torture despite 
rhetoric to the contrary. For this 
Optional Protocol to be effective, 
it needs to be ratified by all those 
countries that, like Australia, have 
a clear stance against torture and 
a long-standing commitment to 
human rights. If countries such 
as Australia who should have 
nothing to hide refuse to ratify 
this protocol, it provides a clear 
getaway clause for countries with 
problematic human rights records 
to avoid international pressure 
and scrutiny. This potentially 
undermines what may constitute 
the only effective mechanism 
to investigate suspected torture 
and monitor adherence to the 
convention in such countries.

Paris Aristotle, the Director of 
VFST, said in a recent radio 
interview on this subject:
“Any country which considers 
itself developed and civilized 
should not have anything to fear 
from accepting a protocol of this 
nature.   This protocol should 
not have presented a problem 
to a country such as Australia 
which holds a position in the 
international community as a 
nation which values and protects 
human rights”. In response to 
the main objection put forward 
by countries that refused to 
ratify this protocol, namely that 
advance notice of inspections 
is required, he added that “It is 
also almost inconceivable and 
highly unlikely for the UN body to 
undertake an inspection without 
seeking the prior permission of a 
country such as Australia.” 

I hope this “Refugee Transitions” 
provides a stimulating read, 
and once again I invite you to 
subscribe and also to write to us 
with your comments on any of the 
issues raised.

Jorge Aroche

By Jorge Aroche, Executive Director, STARTTS
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For centuries Tibet 
has cast its spell over 
the Western world. 
From early explorers 
who risked their 
lives crossing the 
Himalayas to modern 
tourists, Tibet is seen 
as an isolated, mystical 
land, inhabited by 
spiritual and peace- 
loving people. But 
like any fantasy Tibet 
also contains a harsh 
reality. OLGA YOLDI 
writes about fifty-two 
years of occupation.
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On a summer’s night, during the Great Prayer Festival 
in 1933, a few months before his death, the Thirteenth 
Dalai Lama of Tibet had a vision in which he saw the 
impending destruction of the Tibetan state. In his last 
testament he wrote: 

“In my lifetime conditions will be as they are now, 
peaceful and quiet. But the future holds darkness and 
misery. Religion and government will be attacked from 
without and within… government will be destroyed, 
monks and nuns chased away. Lands and properties will 
be seized… People will be forced to serve their enemies or 
wander the country like beggars. All beings will be sunk in 
great hardship and overwhelming fear. The days and nights 
will drag on slowly in suffering. Such an era will surely 
come.” 

Seventeen years later, in 1950, the Chinese communist 
forces invaded Tibet, claiming to be liberating the country 
from serfdom and repressive theocratic rule. 

During the last years of his life, the Thirteenth Dalai 
Lama, as Tibet’s spiritual and temporal leader, had pleaded 
with his people to prepare for this threat. “Otherwise even 
the names of the Dalai and Panchen lamas will be erased 
forever,” he said, “as will be those of the other lamas, 
lineage holders and holy beings.” 

Tragically there was nobody in Tibet at the time 
with sufficient power, vision and character to take 
up his challenge. Tibet was a feudal state, dominated 

by the aristocracy and the monastic community. The 
Thirteenth Dalai Lama had made attempts to formalise 
the country’s independent status, modernise the army 
and increase contact with the outside world. But his efforts 
at implementing reform and at ending Tibet’s policy of 
isolation were met with great resistance by the aristocracy 
and the monks, who feared foreign influence would 
destroy the uniqueness of their culture and social reforms 
would end up undermining their power and authority. As 
a result, modernity never reached Tibet. It remained a 
remote mountain kingdom that relied on religious rites 
rather than on military strength to counter the growing 
threats of Chinese nationalist and communist incursions.

Apart from external threats, the period that followed 
the death of the Thirteenth Dalai Lama was fraught with 
internal power struggles within the Buddhist institutions. 
Historians have qualified those years as one of the most 
difficult periods in Tibetan history.  In 1948 there was an 
attempted coup and the Chinese were asked to supply 
military power paving the way for the invasion. On the 
other hand, the State Oracle of Tibet had predicted that 
1950 –the Year of the Iron Tiger- would be a dangerous 
year for Tibet. Ominous skies and rare astrological events 
seemed to suggest the imminence of violent conflict. 

Theories abound as to why the newly founded People’s 
Republic of China was lured to Tibet. It is believed that the 
Chinese were after Tibet’s vast natural resources (forests, 
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gold, coal, oil, gas, uranium and lithium). Tibetologist, Lee 
Feigon believes that strategic reasons prevailed. In his book 
Demystifying Tibet he wrote: “it was China’s response to 
growing imperialist pressure from Britain and Russia. As 
these two nations expanded into Tibetan areas in the late 
19th and 20th centuries, Chinese leaders felt it necessary 
to exert their position in Tibet to prevent the country from 
being used as a stepping stone for new European incursions 
into China.”

At the time of the invasion, a strong belief prevailed 
among Chinese nationalists that the smaller countries 
neighbouring China would gradually and inevitably be 
absorbed into what they called the “Greater China”, or 
“the Motherland.”

Sadly, Tibetans did not have a strong army with which 
to defend themselves and had no allies to whom to turn for 
help. “They had been so concerned about preserving their 
own identity that their government had not established 
formal trade relations with any other countries outside the 
region,” Lee Feigon writes.

 Unfortunately, neither the UN nor any other western 
country supported Tibet’s quest for independence, so in 
such circumstances, the Tibetans proved no match for the 
invading People’s Liberation Army.

In 1951, following the invasion, China imposed the 
Seventeen Point Agreement for the peaceful liberation 
of Tibet, granting China military suzerainty over Tibet, 
while guaranteeing the protection of Tibet’s religious and 
cultural traditions: “The central authorities will not alter 
the political system in Tibet. The Dalai Lama can remain 
in office and Tibetan religious customs and institutions can 
be preserved.” The agreement promised that social and 
economic reforms would not be forced on Tibetans, but 
it called for the integration of the Tibetan army into the 
Chinese forces. The Tibetan delegation that had been sent 
to Beijing for negotiations signed the document without 
consulting its government.

During the first years of Communist rule the Chinese 
kept to the agreement and did not threaten Tibet. In 1954 
the Fourteenth Dalai Lama, who had been inspired by 
Mao’s reforms, accepted an invitation to visit China. “I met 
Mao for the first time,” the Dalai Lama wrote. “He said he 
was glad Tibet had come back to the Motherland…He said 
it was the mission of China to bring progress to Tibet by 
developing its natural resources and that the generals who 
were in Lhasa, were there to help, not to exercise any kind 
of authority.” 

But Mao failed to keep his promises. By 1955 the 
Chinese government decided that the Tibetan regions 
of Kham and Amdo would be absorbed into China’s 
provinces of Qinghai, Gansu, Sichuan and Yunnan, and 
U-Tsang and western Kham would constitute the Tibet 
Autonomous Region (TAR). 

Tensions arose when increasing numbers of Chinese 
settlers arrived in Tibet, placing enormous pressure on 
Tibet’s land and resources and causing massive inflation 
and severe food shortages. Not only did the Chinese cause 

widespread famine and increased taxation, but they soon 
started to attack the Tibetan establishment, violating the 
Seventeen-Point Agreement. 

The Chinese army subjected monks and nuns to severe 
harassment. Believing in Karl Marx’s dictum, “religion is 
the opiate of the masses” the Communists started to 
destroy the monastic system, alienating the religious 
institutions. Nomads were persuaded to settle down, 
destroying a quintessential Tibetan way of life that had 
survived undisturbed for centuries. Land was confiscated 
and collectivised and forests were soon harvested. But 
when Chinese contractors employed Tibetan labourers in 
timber camps and in road construction, they introduced 
new work patterns, where serfs no longer depended on 
their masters, threatening the Tibetan elite’s authority. As 
the old Tibetan order became threatened and conditions 
deteriorated, an open resistance against the Chinese 
spread from Kham to Lhasa.

Finally, in 1959 the Tibetan government joined the 
popular leaders in an uprising against Chinese rule, but 
Chinese soldiers soon crushed all resistance. The Dalai 
Lama, aged 24 at the time and hoping to avoid violence, 
escaped across the Himalayas into exile. In the ensuing 
reprisal more than 87,000 Tibetans lost their lives and 
25,000 were imprisoned. More than 100,000 followed the 
Dalai Lama to India.

With the Dalai Lama gone and the population in an 
uproar, Chinese troops entered Tibet in large numbers. 
“An era had ended.” Lee Feigon wrote, “for the first 
time since the thirteenth century, the Tibetans did not 
control their own country… Their attempt to preserve 
their traditional political system and culture had failed… By 
fleeing the country, the Dalai Lama and his followers woke 
up the world to the potential tragedy of Tibet losing its 
cultural and ethnic uniqueness.”

THE DARKEST YEARS
Following the Dalai Lama’s flight, conditions in Tibet 

continued to deteriorate. But it was during the Great 
Proletarian Cultural Revolution that swept across China 
from 1966 until 1970, that Tibetans learnt the true meaning 
of horror. 

In his book Tibet, Ian Baker vividly describe human 
rights abuses during that time: “thousands of monks 
and nuns were crucified, vivisected, burned, buried alive, 
or had their tongues pulled out with meat hooks for 
expressing faith in the Dalai Lama. Men and women were 
publicly tortured to death, nails driven into their eyes and 
foreheads, or driven to suicide to escape the horror and 
humiliation…”

 The Red Guards, under the leadership of Mao 
Zedong and Lin Biao launched a campaign “to sweep away 
the freaks and monsters,” waging war on the “Four Olds”-
old ideas, old culture, old customs, and old habits. The self-
appointed guardians of the revolution wanted to amalgamate 
all Chinese, including Tibetans, into the Great Proletarian 
Culture. When the Red Guards arrived in Tibet in July 
1966, they forced the population to study Mao’s teachings 
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and went on a rampage intimidating, beating 
and killing reactionaries, class enemies and 
spies. One million Tibetans died, thousands 
were persecuted and sent to labour camps. 
Two thousand monasteries were destroyed, 
palaces were looted, pictures of Buddha 
were replaced with Mao’s. Only when Mao 
died in 1976 did the onslaught ease.

 By the time the Chinese began to ease 
their harsh policies on the Tibetans, they had 
already caused massive devastation in Tibet. 
A deep and irreparable wound had been 
inflicted on its culture, religion and economy. 
The newly appointed leader, Deng Xiaoping 
did acknowledge the counterproductivity of 
the harsh policies imposed by  communist 
hardliners, but while he steered China away 
from Maoism towards capitalism, he ended 
up being as repressive as Mao in his attitude 
to Tibet. 

Deng Xiaoping’s administration 
however, made some reforms and restored 
previously banned religious and cultural 
freedoms. Over the years it also invested 
resources to build the economy and the 
infrastructure. But because of a chronic 
lack of skilled Tibetans, these development 
projects attracted an even larger influx 
of Chinese immigrants, lured to Tibet by 
attractive economic incentives. 

The Chinese expected Tibetans to be 
grateful for their “help” and were hoping 
that economic development would silence 
dissent. But even today, resentment of 
Chinese occupation remains undiminished. 
China continues to plunder and exploit 
Tibet’s natural resources, clear-cutting 
forests, stripmining the soil and dumping 
nuclear waste. Development has mainly 
benefited the Chinese and preference given 
to Chinese settlers has resulted in economic 
marginalisation and widespread unemployment among 
native Tibetans, who are now a minority in their own 
land.  

Since the late 80s peaceful demonstrations calling for 
an independent Tibet have been brutally repressed by the 
Chinese army. Such demonstrations resulted in arrests, 
public executions, new waves of refugees and martial law 
in 1989. The tenacity with which Tibetans have continued 
their non-violent resistance throughout five decades of 
occupation only demonstrates one thing: that China’s 
claims to Tibet are artificial and need to be supported 
militarily.

THE QUEST FOR A COMPROMISE
Tenzin Gyatso, the Dalai Lama, (fourteenth in a line of 

incarnations), is the spiritual and temporal leader of the 
Tibetan people. He was born to a peasant family in 1935, 

in a small village in northeastern Tibet. He was recognised 
at the age of two, in accordance with Tibetan tradition as 
the reincarnation of his predecessor, the Great Thirteenth 
Dalai Lama.

For Tibetans the Dalai Lama is a living god. For the 
Western world he represents a union of spirituality and 
political action as well as a living embodiment of the magic 
and mystery of Tibet. Chinese leaders however see in 
him “a wolf in monk’s robes.” With amazing tenacity 
and perseverance, he has managed to recast Tibet from 
an obscure geopolitical issue into one of the greatest 
dilemmas of our time, winning as a result the Nobel Peace 
Prize in 1989. 

 The Dalai Lama, who describes himself as “just 
a simple Buddhist monk”, has declared that he is not 
interested in power but in the well-being of the Tibetan 
people. He intends to play no role in the future government 

Photo by Esther Mier
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of Tibet. “The future government will be elected by the 
people on the basis of adult franchise.” He said. “The 
struggle of the Tibetan people is neither to restore the 
past traditional system nor for the restoration of the status 
of a few individuals… our struggle is for the preservation of 
our nation.” 

A progressive thinker and a staunch believer in 
democracy and freedom, he drafted a Constitution in 1963 
proposing a fully democratic system based on Western 
models for a future independent Tibet. “Democracy is the 
foundation for the free expression of human thoughts and 
potentials.” He added that, “Tibetan democracy will derive 
its inspiration from the Buddhist principles of compassion, 
justice and equality. Apart from being a multi party system 
of parliament, the future Tibetan political system, I hope, 
will have three organs of government, namely legislature, 
executive and judiciary, with clear separation of powers 
between them.” 

But whether there will ever be a future government in 
Tibet remains to be seen. So far attempts at negotiations 
with the Chinese government have failed. To date Beijing 
has argued that Tibetan independence is not open for 
discussion. The Dalai Lama has complied with this demand, 
offering instead a ‘Middle Way Approach” for a political 
solution, which does not ask for full independence but 
for autonomy. The Dalai Lama hoped that this approach 
of reconciliation and compromise would “create an 
atmosphere of mutual trust and exert a restraining 
influence on the repressive Chinese policies in Tibet.” But 
the Chinese have constantly moved the goal posts, often 
refusing to meet with the Dalai Lama or his representatives 
after the initial agreement.

In his address to the European Parliament in Strasbourg 
in 1996, he urged the international community to reassess 
their policies towards China. “The failure of the Chinese 
leadership to respond positively to my Middle Way 
Approach reaffirms the Tibetan people’s suspicion that 
the Chinese government has no interest whatsoever in any 
kind of peaceful co-existence,” he said. “The issue of Tibet 
can only be resolved through negotiation and not, as China 
would have it, through force, intimidation and population 
transfer.”

The Dalai Lama argues that China’s attempts to 
reduce the question of Tibet to a discussion about his own 
personal status dodge the real issue. He says that it has 
nothing to do with him but with the survival of six million 
Tibetans, along with the protection of their distinct culture, 
identity and civilisation. “The best the Dalai Lama hopes 
for now is that the next generation of Chinese leaders will 
deliver some autonomy. He bases his hope on a belief that 
Chinese politics will eventually follow its economics into 
a closer resemblance of the outside world. This means 
improved human rights for Tibetans as well as ethnic 
Chinese,” journalist Lewis M. Simons wrote in his recent 
article, “Tibetans Moving Forward.”

The Dalai Lama has pursued a policy of non-violence, 
which is not mere pacifism but is derived from Buddhist 
teachings. In a recent speech he said: “it is our enemies 

who provide us with the challenge we need to develop 
the qualities of tolerance, patience and compassion... 
Destruction and violence only produce misery. Once 
violence gets the upper hand emotions can no longer be 
controlled. This is dangerous and leads to tragedy.” 

Given the Dalai Lama’s philosophy it is not surprising 
that he refers to himself as “half Marxist and half 
Buddhist.” Marxism’s emphasis on social and economic 
equality impressed the Dalai Lama on his visit to Beijing 
in 1954. As he wrote in his autobiography, “The more I 
looked at Marxism, the more I liked it. Here was a system 
based on equality and justice for everyone, which claimed 
to be a panacea for all the world’s ills.”  Nevertheless he 
does not consider the former USSR or China to have been 
true Marxist regimes. “The failure of these regimes was not 
the failure of Marxism but the failure of totalitarianism,” 
he said. 

Although Marxism and Buddhism hold many 
compatible ideals they were seen as two opposed 
philosophies, in conflict with each other. As Ian Baker 
writes, “The real tragedy of Tibet and, indeed, of China 
as a whole is that two systems promising to relieve 
human suffering - one based on changing the economic 
substructure of society and the other one transforming 
man’s innermost consciousness - were perceived by their 
adherents as fundamentally opposed and not as potentially 
complementary. As the Dalai Lama has repeatedly 
emphasized, neither the exclusively spiritual nor the 
exclusively materialistic approach can address all issues of 
human existence.”

SERFDOM PERPETUATED
In today’s Tibet landowners have been replaced by the 

state. Tibetans are now working like serfs, not for the divine 
oligarchy but for the totalitarian Chinese government. 
Today, 7.5 million Chinese live in Tibet, compared to 
6 million Tibetans. Apart from the few farmers and 
pastoralists, Tibetans who are not forced to work in 
labour camps are lucky to find work in mining, logging 
or in the few industries established by the Chinese. The 
destruction of their own subsistence economy has created 
an economic void for Tibetans, causing unemployment 
rates to remain high.

Lewis Simons who recently travelled through Tibet, 
was surprised to find signs of the modern world spreading 
across the country. He has written about “a middle class, a 
breed of Tibetans that barely existed historically and is all 
but unknown to the outside world today.” Nevertheless, 
Tibet continues to be the poorest, least developed (in 
terms of services and infrastructure) area of China. 
According to the International Commission of Jurists, 
more than 70 per cent of Tibetans are living in poverty. 
There are rumours however that perhaps one day Tibet 
will become an economic free zone, but until a radical 
change in policy occurs in Beijing, workers have little hope 
of significant reform. 

Breaking the cycle of poverty, though, will never 
be possible without reforming the education system, 
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for without education Tibetans have little hope of 
emancipation. Although the Chinese have built many 
schools in Tibet, only 5 per cent of Tibetan children in 
the TAR continue their education beyond primary school. 
Tibetan children are taught in Tibetan in primary schools 
and in Chinese in high school, where they drop behind 
because of language difficulties. Children in rural areas are 
even more disadvantaged because of the fewer schools 
available and a chronic lack of teachers.

 There is a Tibetan saying that “Knowledge must be 
burned, hammered, and beaten like pure gold before one 
can wear it as an ornament.” Education is highly valued and 
encouraged in Tibet, but Tibetan parents are concerned 
with the overt sinicisation of the school curriculae, and 
with the lack of a spiritual or religious dimension to their 
children’s education. So a growing number of Tibetans 
are sending their children to the Tibetan settlements in 
India and Nepal, with the hope that they will get a Tibetan 
education that will help preserve their culture and religion. 
Although the journey across the mountains is perilous and 
many do not survive it, parents are prepared to spend all 
their savings to buy their children’s passage to freedom.

As in education, standards of health in Tibet also lag far 
behind most of China. In spite of 50 years of rule by Beijing 
the infant mortality rate is three times China’s national 
average. Human Rights Violations in Tibet, a report published 
by Human Rights Watch in 2001 shows that malnutrition 
and tuberculosis are common among Tibetan children. 
High fees and lack of Tibetan medical staff make it difficult 
for Tibetans to access medical treatment. The report also 
warns on the potential for an HIV/AIDS epidemic in Tibet. 
Network UK announced that up to 10,000 commercial sex 
workers may be employed in Lhasa alone with much of the 
prostitution occurring at sites owned by the Communist 
Party and the military. Lack of access to testing facilities or 
medical treatment only exacerbates the danger.    

Environmental degradation has also affected the health 
of nomads living near uranium mines and toxic waste sites. 
Scientists fear that environmental devastation in Tibet 
is not only causing illness and death but is also creating 
climatic change around the world. Today, barely half of 
Tibet’s ancient forests remain. Deforestation has been 
responsible for the destructive floods that swept through 
China, India and South East Asia in the last few years. The 
Chinese government also runs a top secret nuclear plant 
responsible for most of China’s nuclear activities called 
“The Ninth Academy”, located near Lake Kokonor - the 
largest salt-water lake in Tibet. Waste from the plant flows 
into the lake then into a watershed that eventually flows 
into the Yellow River of China. 

The pollution of the great rivers by contamination at 
the source is a great concern to many environmentalists. 
Every major river in East Asia, Southeast Asia, and South 
Asia originates in Tibet: the Mekong, Yangzi, Yellow and 
Ganges rivers, to name a few. The source of all these rivers 
in one place means that the runoff from the mountains 
of Tibet affects the vegetation and agriculture of parts of 
India, Bangladesh and China. The contamination of all these 

major rivers at the source could have a disastrous effect on  
some of the world’s most populated and fertile regions. 
Environmentalists warn that even minor ecological change 
in Tibet can have a major impact on large populations. But 
apart from some reforestation, China continues its nuclear 
program with impunity, particularly in Lop Nor, despite the 
moratorium that led to international boycotts of India and 
Pakistan.

  
SILENCE IN RETURN FOR TRADE 

Tibet has been rated as one of the worst areas in 
the world for civil liberties and political rights. According 
to Freedom House, the New York based freedom and 
democracy watchdog. In Tibet the justice system is not 
designed for the protection of its citizens. “The primary 
goal of the justice system in the TAR is the repression of 
Tibetan opposition to Chinese rule,” says the International 
Commission of Jurists. “A judiciary subservient to 
Communist Party dictates results in abuses of human rights 
in all China, but in Tibet the problem is particularly severe, 
due to China’s campaign against Tibetan nationalism. The 
recent Strike Hard anti crime campaign has enlisted the 
judiciary further in a campaign against “splittism”. Many 
Tibetans, particularly detainees, are deprived of even 
elementary safeguards of due process.”  

Last year nearly 10,000 monks and nuns were 
expelled from religious institutions. The prevalence of 
torture, arbitrary arrests, Marxist indoctrination, the 
destruction of monasteries and the pervasive interference 
of the Communist party in all aspects of Tibetan life, have 
contributed to many Tibetans fleeing Tibet. In 2001 a 
total of 1,375 crossed the Himalayas, an extra 2,500 were 
arrested in the Tibetan Nepalese border and forcefully 
returned to Tibet or imprisoned for failure to produce 
travel documents. Ngawang Tobchen, a Tibetan monk 
who lives in Melbourne, escaped Tibet hidden in a truck 
after spending years in jail for participating in a peaceful 
demonstration. 

“The Chinese police hit me so hard on the head, split 
my skull and broke my head… We were made to lie on our 
faces and they walked on us, and beat us with clubs, and 
shouted with contempt: “Is this what you call your Tibetan 
independence?” Our offence was political, so the Chinese 
were merciless…. On our release we were reduced to 
being beggars. None of us could return. The monasteries 
were under strict orders not to re-admit “splittists” as we 
were officially labelled… I managed to escape and reached 
Darhamsala. As for the future of Tibet, there is only one 
word: independence.”

An independent Tibet, however, does not seem to be 
within the realm of possibilities. Michael C Van Walt Van 
Praag, a member of the Peace Action Council, however, 
argues that from a legal standpoint Tibet has to this day 
not lost its statehood. 

“It is an independent state under illegal occupation. 
Neither China’s military invasion nor the continuing 
occupation has transferred the sovereignty of Tibet to 
China… The imposition of an unequal treaty or the 
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continued illegal occupation of a country can never grant 
an invader legal title to territory. Its claims are based on 
the alleged subjection of Tibet by a few of China’s stronger 
foreign rulers in the 13th and 18th centuries. Such assertions, 
based on reinterpretations of the past imperialist or 
colonialist claims, would never stand in a court of law.”

It is quite clear that no kind of compromise can really 
work as long as the leaders of China justify their power 
with the myth that they have created a greater China. 
“China has painted itself into a corner, and to enter 
negotiations, after insisting that the Tibetan Government 
in Exile and the Dalai Lama are “splittists”, could be 
perceived as embarrassing for the Chinese,” says Julie 
Smith of the Australia Tibet Council. “What Australia must 
do, is realise that we can continue to trade with China 
whilst demanding improvement in human rights. At present 
the Australian government is too scared to take a stand for 
fear of offending China.”

Although China’s widespread human rights abuses 
were a central feature of international opposition to 
its Olympic bid and its accession to the World Trade 
Organisation last year, so far international pressure has not 
been effective in bringing any significant change. A good 
example is the Australia China Bilateral Human Rights 
Dialogue which was established in 1997 as an alternative 
to publicly criticising China at the UN. At the time Foreign 
Minister Alexander Downer said: “I do not believe that it is 
productive to lecture other countries about human rights, 
but rather we aim to work together to achieve practical 
outcomes which actually improve the lives of individuals.” 
In its four years of operation the dialogue has achieved 

nothing. A similar unsuccessful dialogue is held between 
China and the European Union. However the European 
Union has recently made a commitment to hold a review  
“with the aim of achieving a more focused and result-
oriented approach.” 

 It is obvious that the international community is 
not ready to put in jeopardy trade links and access to the 
markets of the third-largest economy in the world. “As 
long as Tibetans can be encouraged to maintain their non- 
violent stance then governments can go on trading with 
China without too much protest from their own people,” 
wrote Vanessa Baird in her article ‘Exit the Dragon’.

  
The question is, will the people of Tibet be free 

one day? Although prospects for independence may be 
unrealistic, there is still hope. It was hope and resistance 
that brought about the collapse of apartheid, the end of 
colonial rule in India and the restoration of democracy in 
Eastern Europe. “Pessimism is our worst enemy,” the Dalai 
Lama said when he received the Nobel Peace Price. “With 
truth, courage and determination as weapons, Tibet will 
be liberated”. 

But if the influx of Chinese immigrants continues, it 
will soon erase all remaining traces of Tibetan life, and 
one day all that may be left of Tibet will be its magnificent 
mountains. As the Dalai Lama said, “the loss of Tibet’s 
unique culture and spiritual heritage will not be only a loss 
to Tibet, but a loss to all humanity.” n

No books, no pens, no pencils; a school in Tibet
Photo by Esther Mier
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Recently a client, who had spent 
four years in a concentration camp, 
told me: “To be human and tell the 
truth, is to live”. He had already 
overcome disabling depressive and 
psychosomatic symptoms. From his 
words in that session I realised one 
thing: he had indeed learned to live 
again.

Clients of torture and trauma 
services come from over forty 
countries.  They have all survived 
persecution and human rights 
violations. In most cases persecutory 
events are in fact systematic and 
planned acts of the human hand. 
Disappearances, for instance, are 
a good example of the intention 
of persecution; the terror created 
when family members “disappear” is 
designed to destroy the family, rather 
than the person who is detained or 
killed.  Ultimatel the aim is to permeate 
terror throughout the community 
in order to destroy resistance and 
opposition.  

For refugee survivors of torture 
and trauma, the violence perpetrated 
against them and the threats to their 
safety always occur along with the loss 
of people they know and the loss of 
their homes. Such loss is not simply a 
by-product of violence but constitutes 
part of the violence. The torturer and 
the oppressor attempt to destroy the 
very future of their opponents by 
disrupting connections – to parents, 
family members, community, place 
and by disrupting the religious and 
cultural systems.  

The targeting of women and 
children is becoming a more common 
means of destroying the community. 

Survivors have also borne witness 
to boundless brutality and to the 
darkest side of human nature on a 
mass scale.  This can destroy central 
values of human existence.  Trust and 
the meaning of life are questioned.  
Even death can lose its meaning.  

As Robert Lifton described it, the 
survivor is a witness to absurd death, 
to see people die as if they were worth 
nothing.1

Another way in which persecutory 
regimes oppress people is by inflicting 
shame and guilt on them.  Survivors 
of concentration camps in Bosnia 
have spoken to us about atrocities 
where family members were forced 
to perpetrate sexual torture on one 
another.  The aim, as in all torture, was 
to force people to betray their deepest 
and most sacred values.  Shame and 
guilt are terrible legacies condemning 
people to isolation and exile from their 
communities and themselves. Rape, 
rightfully described as a weapon of 
war, is also used against communities 
because of the power it has to destroy 
families with shame.  

The psychological and social reality 
of survivors and their communities is 
altered as a result of the violations 
described. Anxiety, post traumatic 
stress disorder and depression are 
common psychological problems 
amongst survivors of torture and 
trauma. But it is the enduring 
experience of fear, helplessness and 
loss of control that affect the everyday 
functioning. Core attachments to 
others are disrupted, the integrity of 
the self, family and their relationship 
to the community are fragmented, 
and previously held assumptions about 
humanity and the meaning of life can 
also be shattered. 

The journey towards recovery 
is a difficult one. Fear thrives in the 
night; survivors continue to have 
no rest. They feel tainted by having 
been invaded by the darker side of 
human nature. Human touch has been 
contaminated by the torturer and 
survivors blame themselves because 
they believe they did not do enough to 
protect others. 

However, by understanding what 

has been destroyed by human rights 
violations and persecution, we are to 
gain an understanding of ways in which 
we can assist the process of recovery.  
Safety, control, and connections with 
others will need to be restored. 
Trust, meaning, and dignity will need 
to be rebuilt and reducing disabling 
symptoms will also be extremely 
important. 

A secure environment with 
adequate provision and access 
to health, welfare, education and 
accommodation is central to the 
experience of safety, protection and 
control. Physical healing is clearly an 
essential part of the recovery process 
and making health accessible is a critical 
goal. People who have experienced 
torture often require accompanying to 
medical appointments or, at the very 
least, referral to a practitioner who 
understands the effects of torture. 
Counselling may be needed first to 
overcome fears of invasive procedures 
or fear of doctors, as often they have 
been part of the torture experience.  
A large part of the work of torture 
and trauma services is to train medical 
practitioners, dentists and teachers 
to be aware of the way in which fear 
may manifest itself in their professional 
contexts and how to accommodate 
and reduce anxiety in their patients 
and students. 

Psychoeducation contributes 
greatly to restoring safety and a sense 
of control. Providing information 
about how trauma affects people 
serves to remove the stigma of 
psychological problems and reduce 
fears of going crazy. In the counselling 
context, information can mobilise 
the confrontation with fears.  The 
torturer tells his victim that they will 
never regain normal reactions, that 
they will never be able to read a book 
and remember what is in the book, 
that they will never be able to have a 
normal sexual life again. By revealing 

One of the most profound losses experienced by survivors 
of torture and trauma can be a shattered reality. 
IDA KAPLAN writes about the different paths that can lead 
to a successful recovery.



that the perpetrator aims to produce 
the very consequences that the 
survivor is suffering, the survivor’s 
desire to confront anxiety and to 
overcome the torturer’s promises, 
is enhanced.  Self-blame for personal 
weakness is also reduced.

Restoring connections with people 
and overcoming grief and loss can be 
the most difficult goals to achieve, 
particularly when loss has been 
extensive.  It is also difficult because 
the experience of loss continues in 
the new settlement environment. 
Many clients are in sheer agony over 
ongoing separation from close family 
members, many of whom remain in 
precarious circumstances in countries 
of origin. 

On the other hand, awaiting the 
outcome of visa applications, with no 
certainty of success, torments people 
in ways that cannot be captured by 
the language of symptoms.  Assisting 
clients with referrals, to migration 
agents and to services that provide 
emotional support, are the most 
important aims in such circumstances. 
That is why recovery from previous 
experiences of trauma and loss 
amongst temporary protection visa 
holders, who have no rights to family 
reunion, is very unlikely. The same 
applies to unaccompanied minors, 
our most difficult of cases.

In cases when the family 
is relatively intact in Australia, 
various opportunities for forging a 
new future need to be cultivated. 
Education, employment, housing 
and health services are, again, vital 
in the process.  The importance of 
facilitating access to such services 
and systemic advocacy cannot be 
overstated. 

Integration of loss is a long 
process and must be allowed for.  It is 
often the case that much is achieved in 
reducing anxiety, only for depression 
or intense grief to become prominent 
and persistent again. It is therefore 
very important to listen to the client’s 
view of reconnection. 

  I remember a Cambodian 
client who was referred to 
Foundation House. She had arrived 
18 years earlier and there was little 

sign of recovery from her traumatic 
experiences of gang rape and 
witnessing family members murdered 
in front of her.  Her only expressed 
hope was to sponsor and support 
children in Cambodia, a goal for 
which she had received no previous 
assistance. 

The restoration of meaning and 
purpose is closely related to the 
process of integrating the loss of the 
loved ones.  Survivors find meaning 
by living for their children, by being 
active in political and community 
life, by helping others, and by 
bearing witness to their experiences 
through writing, giving testimony 
and participating in public education.  
The path toward restoring meaning 
is more evident where religious, 
spiritual and other forms of faith, 
such as the pursuit of human rights 
and justice, are strong. 

The most recurrent theme 
underlying clients’ persistent symptoms 
and lack of recovery is the belief 
that they have betrayed deeply held 
values. It is critical to discover those 
values and enable the individual to 
find their meaning of reparation. 

I assisted one client who had 
watched a close friend slowly hacked 
to death while he hid. The cries of his 
friend had never left the client who 
had helplessly watched his friend 
die.  The client was a man who had 
studied to become a doctor. What 
became conscious after the telling of 
this terrible event was his perceived 
betrayal of his oath to help others. 
Many of his symptoms had abated 
in the course of counselling, but 
his recovery really began when he 
decided to become active again and 
assist others in his community.

Restoring dignity and meaning 
and reducing shame and guilt can 
be achieved through counselling, 
but public acknowledgment of 
the violations which have been 
experienced, together with reparation 
and justice are also required. In 
countries like Argentina, immunity 
has been granted to perpetrators of 
torture through laws and presidential 
rulings.  It has been observed that 
such impunity activates anguish and 

symptoms in survivors.  Immunity, as 
well as ignorance isolate the survivor 
who is perceived as someone who 
cannot share their history, and 
stimulates the feelings about having 
suffered for nothing. The silence 
about torture and other forms of 
persecution is deafening. War crimes 
tribunals, truth and reconciliation 
commissions and public education 
in human rights break the wall of 
silence and allow blame to be clearly 
assigned to the perpetrators.

It is important to emphasise 
that although there are many paths 
to recovery, certain conditions 
are required - safety, engagement 
and genuine responsiveness to 
needs. The type of responsiveness 
that builds trust, often has to be 
established through activities outside 
the counselling situation. Early 
identification of needs and  facilitated 
access to services  can achieve a great 
deal in this respect. The outreach 
approach in itself conveys a welcoming 
and hospitable environment to the 
survivor, a value strongly held by all 
communities where survivors come 
from.

But it is respect for human 
rights and awareness of needs that 
underpins all strategies. This is a 
civic and political responsibility as 
well as an individual and  service 
responsibility. Striving to fulfil these 
conditions for all survivors of torture 
and trauma is essential. n

Dr Ida Kaplan is a Direct Services 
Coordinator at the Victorian Foundation for 
Survivors of Torture and Trauma. 

1. Robert Lifton, From Hiroshima to the 
Nazi Doctors, in International Handbook of 
Traumatic Stress Syndromes, edited by J.P. 
Wilson & B. Raphael, New York, Plenum 
Press, 1993.
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Regaining the 

‘life force’

One way in which ‘natural medicine’ is distinct from 
Western mainstream medicine, is in its belief in the 
concept of  ‘vitality’ or ‘vital energy’ or ‘life force’. 
This cannot be measured in a scientific sense, but only 
experienced subjectively and manifested in good health 
and a feeling of wellbeing. Its depletion results in disease 
and poor health. 

The life force is called ‘Prana’ in traditional Indian 
medicine, ‘Chi’ in traditional Chinese medicine, and 
‘Hara’ in the Japanese system. English does not have 
an equivalent term, although ‘spirit’ may be the closest. 
Many practitioners use the word ‘energy’, although 
this is a scientific term in Western culture because it is 
objectively measurable. Because ‘life force’ or ‘vitality’ 
is not objectively measurable, its existence is not 
acknowledged by Western science. 

As users of health care, we all feel the presence of vitality, 
or not, within our own lives, which may explain why 
medicine which includes the subjective concept of ‘Chi’ in 
its aims is so popular. One of Marina’s clients was Hasan 
Bojic, a survivor of the war in from Bosnia-Herzegovina. 
Suffering from depression, insomnia, muscle and bone 
pains, Hasan was treated homeopathically and says, 
“This therapy brought visible improvements in a very 
short period of time. My sleep and appetite have 
improved, depression reduced and my whole physical and 
psychological construction is generally more stable”.

In the first of a series about the work of natural therapists in torture and trauma 
treatment services, Sue Roxon speaks with natural therapist Marina Chand, 

exploring the particular relevance of this approach to survivors of torture and trauma.

Marina practices homeopathy, one of the most popular medical systems in the world, 
with the Queensland Program of Assistance to Survivors of Torture and Trauma.

The practitioners of natural or complementary medicine 
interviewed for this series believe that ‘Chi’ is particularly 
relevant to survivors of torture and trauma as it has 
been so seriously depleted by deprivation and human 
barbarity.

Marina, what is homeopathy?

Homeopathy is a system of medicine developed by 
Samuel Hahnemann (1755-1843), a German physician 
who was disillusioned with conventional medicine. It is 
based on the principle of  ‘like cures like’, that small doses 
of a medicine which produces symptoms of diseases in 
healthy people, will cure these symptoms in sick people. 
Hahnemann first discovered this when he took cinchona 
bark, which is the natural source of quinine and was 
being used to treat malaria at the time. He found that 
it gave him the symptoms of malaria. He explored this 
phenomenon by giving small doses of this medicine, and 
many other naturally occurring substances, to healthy 
people. Slowly over the years he build up a list of drugs 
and the symptoms they produced in well people and then 
gave the corresponding drug when a patient presented 
with those symptoms. Coffee, for instances, stimulates 
the central nervous system and increase urine output 
– homeopathic coffee can help people with symptoms of 
agitation and excessive urine output. 

Hahnemann also found that some patients were made 
worse by the doses he had developed, so he started 
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diluting and potentising the medicines by shaking them, 
and discovered that the medicines became more powerful 
in dilute form. Many homeopathic medicines contain few 
if any of the molecules of the original substance from 
which they were made. This obviously challenges the 
scientific understanding of the workings of medicine, 
although homeopathy is popular with many Western 
medical doctors, particularly in Europe and India.

Why do you find homeopathy so useful 
with the clients of QPASTT?

Because homeopathy works energetically rather than 
chemically, it doesn’t interact with any pharmaceutical 
drugs the patients may be taking, and is therefore 
relatively safe. It’s also non-addictive (which is a common 
concern with our clients). Homeopathy is also very 
cheap because it is so dilute. This is one of the reasons 
homeopathy is the second most popular medical system 
in the world (after Chinese medicine) and a homeopathic 
dispensary can be found even in the poorest village in 
India. The dropper and bottle the medicine is stored in 
are usually more expensive than the medicine itself!  The 
effects of homeopathy can be felt quite quickly, which 
can restore a lot of confidence in clients that their health 
problems won’t last forever.

How does homeopathy help highly 
traumatised people?

It helps on many levels. First of all, it offers symptom 
relief. And by alleviating local symptoms or particular 
ailments, it can highlight an emotional issue associated 
with that symptom which can then be addressed through 
counseling.

Homeopathy doesn’t split mind and body, so it reaffirms 
people as whole people and agrees with the traumatised 
clients’ experience of themselves as having both physical 
and emotional symptoms. For example, a person 
for whom the remedy Aconite is prescribed may be 
experiencing intense fear, restlessness, anxiety, panic, 
have a full, heavy head, a dry mouth and throat, nausea, 
vomiting, oppressed breathing, heart palpitations and 
frequent nightmares. All homeopathic assessments ask 
“how do you feel?” as well as “where does it hurt”, and 

that helps the splitting of body from 
mind which so often happens in 
torture survivors. Homeopathy 
doesn’t distinguish between 
mental and physical symptoms 
either in the assessment or 
the treatment.

Over time, too, homeopathy 
can increase a person’s vitality, 
and restore function to organs 
and systems  because it doesn’t 
suppress symptoms. Symptoms are 
often a sign of the body’s effort to deal 
with a disease (like the raised temperature 
accompanying an infection) and by suppressing 
these symptoms, as pharmaceutical drugs often do, the 
body’s self-curing and defensive mechanisms are also 
suppressed and can become ineffective.

I think all therapeutic intervention with highly traumatised 
people should arouse the person’s innate self-healing 
ability – that constant striving, in all organisms, to return 
to a state of equilibrium.  I would argue that a therapeutic 
intervention – and that includes counselling – is successful 
only insofar as it assists the client’s drive to self heal. 

People report feeling better, sleeping better, with an 
increase in energy and their ability to cope. In follow up 
sessions I always ask, “How are your energy levels? How 
are you coping?”

We also use other natural therapies at QPASTT. We use 
Australian Bush Flower essences, nutritional supplements, 
acupuncture, aromatherapy and  massage therapy, and 
we hold a weekly yoga class.

Tell me why you give nutritional advice.

Nutrition is important for our clients because they have 
often experienced past starvation and may have been left 
with continuing malnourishment. Due to the effects 
of the past starvation? Yes, in part.  Another reason 
which is often overlooked is that there are substantial 
nutrient/drug interactions. Long term medication, 
particularly, can affect the absorption of certain nutrients, 
but this varies between individuals. Also, being constantly 
anxious or in pain, for example, affects nutrient uptake 
and requirements.

I know that nicotine and caffeine have this 
affect on Vitamin C. How do you present your 
nutritional advice when beliefs about food and 
eating habits are so culturally determined, and 
what advice do you give to people who have 
been diagnosed with high levels of blood fat, as 
so many of our clients have been?  

I spend time finding out what people like eating. People 
are often given a list of don’ts by their GP’s. They actually 
need a list of do’s which are easier to follow than a whole 
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lot of restrictions, especially if they are to continue 
eating traditional foods. For instance, I give them a list 

of foods that assist in the reduction of LDL blood 
fats, like olive oil and cold-pressed nut oils, and 
carrots.  I will often start people off with a bottle 
of flax seed oil, with advice on how to use and 
store it. We develop diets taking into account the 
diet they are used to. We also use supplements. 

Who pays for these?

Everything is provided free of charge.

Which gets us onto the topic of funding....    

The natural therapies program is funded from the core 
budget. We have been fortunate to receive donations 
from companies such as Australian Bush Flower Essences 
and the Perfect Potion.

And a lot of your natural therapists are 
volunteers...

For almost three years I was the only paid worker, but 
recently we employed a one-day per week massage 
therapist. A large part of my job as coordinator 
of the natural therapies program is to co-
ordinate and supervise the volunteers, 
as well as matching client with 
therapist. We have six volunteers 
each with a maximum workload 
of two appointments a week. Two 
have been here as long as me; they 
stay a long time! We received a 
$10,000 grant in the International 
Year of the Volunteer, which was 
used to support volunteers to have 
access to professional development 
and information, including a library, and 
to enable us to develop a proper volunteer 
induction kit. It’s fantastic to use volunteers 
but sometimes we fall into the trap of thinking that 
volunteers lighten our work load whereas we need to be 
mindful that having volunteers is actually a job in itself. It’s 
really important to support them properly so that they 
can feel happy about being a volunteer and to ensure the 
quality of the service is there.

And flower essences? Are they made the same 
way as Bach flower remedies but of Australian 
plants?

Yes, they are useful for when people are hypersensitive, 
even to a low dose of homeopathy. They are used until 
the energy levels pick up. They address problems like 
fear, anxiety, sleeplessness, adrenal fatigue. Counsellor 
advocates have started to use them with clients, and even 
for themselves and their families.

Can you describe someone who has been 
helped by the natural therapies program?

There was a woman who’d had trigeminal neuralgia for 
several years. She’d had many investigative procedures 
and tests and drugs. She had been hospitalised several 
times because of severe pain, and had been referred to us 
for anxiety. She was so fed up with medical interventions 
she didn’t even want to take homeopathic medicine, so 
we decided on a minimalist approach - flower essences 
and mineral supplements only.  After six months of 
this she only had infrequent low level pain in the gum 
and after nine months I was satisfied that her improved 
condition was stable. She could now sleep more and had 
more ability to cope with a bad day. 

This is radically different to the orthodox medical 
approach which would be likely to respond to the severity 

of the symptoms in trauma 
survivors with extra strong 
intervention. You certainly 
see that with antidepressant 

and sleeping medication 
prescribed for our clients. 

The stronger the symptoms 
the higher the dosage. Whereas 

you respected this woman’s desire 
to be basically left alone, and gave her 

just enough support to enable her return 
to ‘normal’. It seems that the subtlety and sensitivity of 
natural remedies like homeopathy and flower essences 
suggest that the more traumatised a person is, the more 
sensitive they are, and the more subtle and gentle the 
approach needs to be. 

Could we finish with what attracts you to 
working with torture and trauma survivors?

I like working with people who really need to see you but 
would not otherwise get a chance (in private practice). 
My philosophy of social justice developed over the years 
can now be applied through natural therapies, and there 
is nowhere else I can do that. Personally, I find the work 
really satisfying. n
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I must tell you that I had a bit of 
trouble with the title for this paper. 
This is how I ended up with “Smoke 
on the Horizon”, which is really 
as hazy as you can get in terms of 
titles, but also conveys the sense 
of impending danger and “trouble 
ahead” that is at the core of what I 
want to talk about today. I think we 
are setting off a time bomb.

Throughout the conference 
we have touched on just about 
every possible theme related to the 
treatment of refugees in Australia. 
Largely, we have looked at these 
issues from the perspective of the 
refugees themselves: their suffering, 
their needs, their human rights, as 
well as the impact of Australia’s 
policies on their lives, health and on 
their hopes and aspirations. While 
we have examined these issues from 
the legal, ethical, clinical and human 

rights perspectives, to mention a few, 
the focus has been on the refugees 
themselves.

In the next few minutes what 
I would like to do is to consider 
Australia’s policies of Immigration 
detention and, particularly, that 
of temporary protection from a 
different, and somewhat more selfish 
or perhaps self-centred, perspective. 
I want to look at the long-term 
implications of such policies, not just 
for those directly affected, but also 
for Australian society as a whole. 

Without necessarily conceding 
any of the arguments that have 
been made in defence of the current 
policies, I want to look beyond the 
current debate to explore with you 
the likely financial and social cost and 
the potential risks to our society that 
these policies entail.

After all, the Australian 

Government, and a sizeable 
proportion of the Australian voters 
seem to have decided that detention 
and temporary protection policies 
are ethically justifiable, and that their 
potential as a deterrent is worth the 
financial cost involved in implementing 
them. We need to persuade them to 
consider the long-term implications 
of such measures, not just in financial 
terms, but also in terms of our social 
capital and our human capital as a 
nation. 

My argument is that the more 
we look at these measures, the less 
justifiable they seem. In fact the 
current debate hasn’t focused on the 
potential long-term consequences 
and their implications for our social 
capital by either refugee supporters 
or refugee advocate groups. 

Before I go into this any further, 
let me define the terms “social 

Last December, 
JORGE AROCHE addressed 

a conference paper at the 
Refugee Convention, taking 

a long-term perspective on 
the implications of Australia’s 

current immigration detention and 
temporary protection policies for the 

social capital of the nation. 

Smoke on the Horizon
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capital” and “human capital”. 
According to the Benevolent Society,  
“Social capital”, usually defined as 
“social glue” or the social trust, 
consists of the norms and networks 
that we draw on to solve common 
problems, allowing people to work 
together as a community. It is built on 
willingness to understand the values, 
perspectives and interests of others.” 

Eva Cox, in her 1995 Boyer 
lectures defined it as: “the processes 
between people which establish 
networks, norms and social trust 
and facilitate co-ordination and 
cooperation for mutual benefit.” 

Both definitions emphasize 
the value of mutual trust and 
interdependence, of mutual 
belonging, and a sense of community 
as central to the concept of social 
capital. A society rich in social capital 
is a better society to live in, a safer 
society, and, ultimately, a healthier 
society.

Human capital, again, according 
to Eva Cox, refers to “the total of our 
skills and knowledge” as a nation.

If we define “social capital” 
this way, then the programs and 
resources existing in Australia to assist 
migrants and refugees in settling are 
actually measures that contribute to 
developing and enriching Australia’s 
social capital. 

Australia’s achievements over 
the last 20 years (in encouraging 
residents to become citizens, its 
welcoming ethos, multiculturalism, 
English classes, interpreter services, 
resettlement strategies and specialised 
torture and trauma services) are 
substantial. These achievements 
have all contributed to one thing, an 
increase in the likelihood that new 
arrivals will not just reside here, but 
will actually become an active and 
contributing sector of our society, 
an integral part of the Australian 
community.

It is the ability to belong, to 
connect, to become part of the fabric 
of society that is not only terribly 
important for the individual to thrive, 
but also strengthens and enriches 
the fabric of society itself, the web 
of interconnectedness that forms a 
community. 

Australia’s refugee resettlement 
policies and services have been at the 
forefront of the world, particularly 
in terms of health. In fact, they still 
are, for those who are eligible, and 
they continue to make a tremendous 
difference for refugees coming to 
Australia under offshore programs.

These progressive measures 
constitute Australia’s success at 
developing a multiculturally diverse 
society, where people from various 
national, cultural, religious and ethnic 
backgrounds are largely able to 
coexist and thrive peacefully. In the 
last three years, however, Australia 
has legislated and implemented 
a package of increasingly harsh 
measures to discourage asylum 
seekers from seeking unauthorised 
entry into Australia. These include 
mandatory immigration detention 
while protection claims are 
processed, and, where protection 
claims are established, the granting 
of temporary protection visas only, 
with restricted access to settlement 
services and no opportunity to 
leave the country (and come back) 
or to sponsor family members. The 
Australian government maintains that 
this policy merely places Australia at 
the same level as other developed 
countries, and is still far ahead of 
conditions experienced by refugees 
in most countries of first asylum. 
Furthermore, the government argues 
that such measures are necessary 
as a deterrent to curb the numbers 
of unauthorized arrivals and to 
discourage the growing trade in 
people smuggling. 

Regardless of whether or not we 
accept this premise, it is undeniable 
that these measures constitute an 
unprecedented departure from the 
policies devised to make new arrivals 
to Australia feel at home in this 
country. In fact, the explicit message 
is “you do not belong, and we do not 
want you here.”

In preparing this paper I began to 
look systematically at the initiatives 
that exist to facilitate resettlement 
and their positive impact. I also 
examined the long-term impact of 
both the lack of services and the 
deterrence measures on the refugees 

themselves and on society.  I realized 
very soon that the complexity and 
range of the interactions at various 
levels was well beyond the scope of 
this paper. So I will just restrict myself 
to a summary of the compound 
effect of these measures in terms of 
their long-term impact:

Health and social implications 
for asylum seekers

The implications for the asylum 
seekers themselves of the effects 
of feeling rejected and unwelcome, 
of prolonged detention and of 
temporary protection with no hope 
of permanence, are potentially 
massive, and have specific 
implications for various age groups 
and developmental life stages. 

As with other traumatic 
circumstances, the effect of 
prolonged detention is likely to 
vary from individual to individual 
depending on their characteristics, 
the experience of detention and the 
way it is interpreted, and the range 
of support available during and after 
detention.

The direct effects of the limbo-
like situation of temporary protection 
on individuals’ health, mental health 
and well-being are obvious, even for 
those without a pre-existing history 
of trauma. Numerous studies in a 
variety of settings have documented 
the impact of environmental 
characteristics on health, mental 
health and psychosocial functioning. 

The protective effect of the family 
for both psychological and physical 
health has also been well documented, 
so restrictions affecting family reunion 
are likely to have profound effects on 
these people’s health and well being. 
Even if these restrictions are relaxed 
in the future, allowing people to 
be reunited with their families, the 
refugees will face the challenges and 
effects of protracted separation, with 
all its implications for family dynamics 
and family integrity.

  Similarly, the seemingly hopeless 
situation facing TPV holders, for 
whom the desired goals seem 
so close at hand, creates almost 
laboratory conditions for a situation 
of learned helplessness. This is, of 
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course, synonymous with depression 
and is in turn linked to general 
health problems and impaired social 
functioning.

We also know that social 
problems tend to affect people who 
feel alienated and disenfranchised, 
and that these also affect health 
outcomes as well as socio-economic 
status. This forms the basis of most 
government-funded social programs.

In summary, the current 
measures are likely to have long-term 
implications for the health and social 
functioning of asylum seekers arriving 
in Australia in an unauthorized 
fashion.

Financial capital
There is likely to be significant 

cost in having an increasing number 
of people living amongst us who feel 
that they do not belong (and will not 
be allowed to belong - no matter 
what). They feel disenfranchised 
and frustrated and, in most cases, 
have very limited prospects of ever 
resettling in safety in their own 
country.

By implementing deterrence 
measures which potentially inflict 
health and social problems on this 
group, we not only compromise 
their health and well-being, but also 
increase the burden they are likely 
to place on the state-run health and 
welfare system. If we apply what we 
know about the long-term effects 
of social alienation to this scenario, 
the picture that emerges is even 
grimmer, with financial implications 
for education, social security, and 
even law and order.

Beyond the cost of an increased 
dependency on services lies the cost 
of failing to encourage and provide 
the means for people to contribute 
gainfully to society. While the very 
resourceful will manage to contribute 
anyway, it seems to me that the loss 
of potential contribution to society 
may be even higher than the cost of 
service provision. 

Human Capital
We have long since established 

that the diversity of skills associated 
with our multicultural society 
enriches the common repository of 

knowledge and skills that constitutes 
our human capital. Measures such as 
prolonged immigration detention can 
de-skill people, and further disrupt 
the education of children and young 
people, many of whom may have 
already had their access to education 
limited by the circumstances in their 
country of origin and the journey to 
seek asylum.

Measures preventing asylum 
seekers and TPV holders from 
learning English and from gaining 
access to education, limit their ability 
to learn new skills and put their 
existing skills to good use. 

Social capital
There is a very real financial cost 

to all of the above services, but the 
cost pales into insignificance when 
compared with the damage inflicted 
on the fabric of our society, in terms 
of its social capital, by failing to 
provide the services needed for the 
development of individual human 
capital.

Whether we like it or not, the 
people who have been granted 
temporary protection in Australia are 
here with us, and are likely to be here 
for the long haul. Do we really want 
to live in a society with two kinds of 
citizens: those who belong, and have 
access to all the rights and services of 
a democratic and progressive society, 
and those who dwell in limbo with 
restricted access to services and 
restricted rights, disenfranchised and 
alienated by design? What do such 
divisions mean for trust and social 
harmony? Even now, our society 
seems to be deeply divided on this 
issue. Over the last two days, I have 
heard countless people talking about 
shame and about lack of faith and loss 
of trust in our system. At the very 
least, this amounts to erosion of our 
social capital.

On the other hand, we heard, 
even from the higher echelons 
of power, statements of mistrust 
about the intentions of so-called 
“illegals”, “boat people”, and “queue 
jumpers”. These are all loaded terms 
in themselves, but worse, there were 
suggestions of association of these 
individuals with terrorism. The fact 

is that some of these people will be 
our neighbours and unless we can 
engender a mutual feeling of trust, it 
will be a very poor neighbourhood, 
and a very poor society that we live in. 

The question is can we, as 
a society, be selective in terms 
of our compassion, particularly 
when the people concerned are 
here, living amongst us, and not to 
detract ourselves from the value of 
compassion itself, a fundamental pilar 
of civil society. 

Ultimately, the danger is that the 
effort required to ignore our better 
instincts saps our energy. Our failure 
to show compassion robs us of our 
integrity and peace of mind, devalues 
our social capital and diminishes us all 
as a civil society.

Thank you for listening, and I am 
sorry if I presented a fairly gloomy 
picture. However, there is a silver 
lining, of course,  

If working with torture and 
trauma survivors has taught me 
anything, it is that there will always 
be TPV holders who manage to 
overcome the trials of settlement. 
Blessed with superior internal 
resources, they will see beyond the 
deterrence measures. With the 
assistance of people like you, they 
will manage to become an integral 
part of our society. But they will do 
it in spite of the system, not because 
of it.  For others, unfortunately, the 
gloomy picture I just painted is likely 
to be true.

I think it is important to take 
this longer term perspective and 
incorporate it into the current 
debate. Let us extend and refine 
these arguments, and above all 
persuade decision makers to consider 
the long-term cost of their current 
policies for our financial, human and 
social capital. It is, after all, about 

social responsibility. n
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Paris Aristotle has been named a 
Member of the Order of Australia.  
His citation in the recent Queen’s 
Birthday honours list states: “For 
service to the community through 
the development of 
an Australian network 
of services to assist 
refugees, particularly 
survivors of torture 
and trauma, and to 
assist their integration 
into the community.”

Paris Aristotle, who 
is the Director of the 
Victorian Foundation 
for Survivors of Torture, was the 
first employee of the organization 
in 1987. Under him, Foundation 
House has grown to employ 
over 50 staff who provide direct 
care to survivors of trauma and 
torture in the form of counselling, 
support, advocacy, family support, 
group work, psycho-education, 
information sessions and natural 
therapies.  While pleased with the 
honour, Paris says: “These things 
are only achieved by a range of 
individuals and groups.  No single 
person is responsible for this 
achievement.”

He has previously worked as 
manager of a community centre 
at the foot of a housing estate in 
Kensington, a suburb of Melbourne.  
The nearby housing estate 
accommodated large numbers 
of Vietnamese and Cambodian 
refugees and in later years Chilean 
and El Salvadoran refugees.  As 
a consequence, the community 
centre provided facilities, resources 
and support programs to these 
communities to enable them to 

Paris Aristotle
made Member of the 
Order of Australia

meet, celebrate cultural traditions 
and become active members of the 
local community.  

Paris has held positions on state 
and federal government 
advisory bodies in 
the settlement and 
human services fields.  
He currently holds 
positions on the Federal 
Government’s Refugee 
Resettlement Advisory 
Council and the 
Immigration Detention 
Advisory Group 
and the Victorian 

Government’s Ministerial Advisory 
Council on Cultural and Linguistic 
Diversity (MACCALD). He is also 
a Board Member of both the 
Northern Health Service and Adult 
Multicultural Education Services, a 
former executive council member 
for the International Society for 
Health and Human Rights and has 
been a member of the Australian 
Government delegation to 
UNHCR Executive Committee.

Born in 1961 to Greek-Cypriot 
parents in Melbourne, Paris has 
been involved in the human 
services and community sector all 
his working life.  He believes in the 
adage “Think globally, act locally”, 
and says that the work he does 
has given him the “opportunity 
to make connections in that 
way”.  He feels that his work with 
survivors of torture and trauma is 
very rewarding, adding that “what 
is compelling is how incredibly 
courageous most people are”.

Pictured: Paris Aristole AM.

CALL FOR LETTERS ….

RefugeeTransitions plans to 
begin a letters page from the 
next issue. The editors feel that 
a letters page will afford you, 
our readers, to express your 
views on refugee, human rights 
and migration issues, as well as 
matters relating the treatment 
of torture and trauma survivors.  
It will also give you a forum in 
which to respond to matters 
raised in our pages.

Finally, it will also give us, 
the editors, an opportunity 
to receive feedback from the 
readership.  

We hope to continue to build 
our magazine into a forum for 
discussing refugee and related 
issues, raising concerns and 
sharing ideas. We also invite 
any comments about the 
magazine itself, positive or 
negative, and any suggestions 
you may wish to make.

So please, keep in touch, and 
share your ideas with us and 
all RefugeeTransitions readers. 
Looking forward to hearing 
from you.

Letters to the editors may be 
addressed to:
The Editors RefugeeTransitions
PO Box 203 Fairfield NSW 2165

or email: 
refugeetransitions@hotmail.com

Anonymous letters will not be 
published, although names will 
be withheld at the request of 
the sender.



22 | Refugee Transitions

An Invisible War: 
West Papua Update

Last March West Papua’s leading 
human rights organisation, ELS-HAM 
presented a petition to senior UN 
officials in New York, requesting a 
review of UN’s involvement in the ‘Act 
of Free Choice’ clause of 1968. The act 
granted West Papuans the right to 
decide whether they wanted to stay 
under Indonesia’s rule or become an 
independent nation. ELS-HAM also 
presented a formal submission based 
on detailed research of classified 
records that revealed the extent to 
which the UN had turned a blind eye 
to the manipulations of the Indonesian 
military and the US demands that 
West Papua becomes Indonesia’s 26th 
province.

Although the Indonesian invasion 
of West Papua (a Dutch colony) in 
1961 had caused an international 
outcry, it occurred at the height of 
the cold war and the US Kennedy 
administration feared the Soviet bloc 
influence on Indonesia. So in 1962 
secret negotiations, which excluded 
West Papuans, took place and a 
deal to hand over the West Papuan 
territory to Indonesia was brokered. 
The deal called for the Dutch to 
formally transfer the territory to an 
interim UN administration, which 
would then turn it over to Indonesia 
in 1963. But it was at the end of 
1969 through the proviso of the ‘Act 
of Free Choice’ Clause when West 
Papuans could decide their right to 
self-determination. Unfortunately, 
President Sukarno refused to hold a 
referendum and instead hand picked 
1025 Papuans who were forcibly 

coerced to vote in favour of retaining 
Indonesian governance, resulting in a 
unanimous victory for Indonesia. 

Thus the ‘Act of Free Choice’ 
clause would become, according to 
Papuans, the ‘Act of no Choice’, and 
West Papua became a Cold War 
sacrifice, enabling the US to have 
Indonesia as an important ally in the 
region.

With the Dutch gone from West 
Papua, Indonesia became the new 
colonial power. The new administration 
restricted movement between towns, 
encouraged transmigration, banned 
political meetings and jailed those 
who opposed it. A wave of repression 
swept across West Papua that would 
continue unabated for years, resulting 
in instability and violent conflict that 
has left more than 100,000 indigenous 
Papuans dead. 

This is a conflict rarely reported 
in the media. Overshadowed by 
the international attention given to 
events in East Timor, it never had 
the prominence it deserved in the 
international community. But theirs 
has been a 40 year long struggle, 
led by the pro independent Papua 
Council Presidium (PDP), which 
apart from holding talks with armed 
separatist groups such as the Free 
Papua Movement (OPM), has been 
attempting to hold a dialogue with the 
Indonesian government for some time, 
with no success.  As PDP’s Chairman 
Theys Hiyo Eluay, said before he was 
murdered last November, “we offered 
the hand of friendship to Jakarta, 
but they have brushed it aside…We 

have offered dialogue, and they have 
answered with violence.”

West Papua, the western half 
of the world’s second largest island, 
is hot and humid, with more than 
70 per cent of its area covered with 
dense tropical rainforest. The majority 
of the island is mountainous, with 
scenic coastal beaches, extensive and 
inaccessible swamp and mangrove 
forests in the south, and powerful 
rivers carving gorges through the 
central highlands. Snow capped 
mountains form the backbone of the 
island, dividing it into northern and 
southern regions. The rugged terrain 
of the island caused tribal groups to 
become isolated, resulting in more 
than 250 sub-groups with differences 
in languages, customs and artistic 
expression. West Papua is home to 
two million dark-skinned Melanesian 
people, a race quite distinct in culture 

For years, the international community has turned a blind eye to 
Indonesia’s human rights violations in West Papua. However, West 
Papuans and solidarity activists are now asking the UN secretary-general, 
Kofi Annan to review the UN’s role in transferring West Papua from the 
Dutch to Indonesia. PRABHA GULATI reports.
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and tradition from the largely Muslim 
Malay people in the rest of Indonesia. 

In her speech on the eve of 
Indonesia’s independence day, 
President Megawati Sukarnoputri 
said: “We apologise to our brothers 
who have long suffered as a result of 
inappropriate national policies…We 
need to pay more attention to 
human rights.” She further urged the 
people of Papua to “help build a new 
Indonesia” and abandon their struggle 
for independence. 

However, it is evident from reports 
from human rights and church groups 
within Indonesia that crimes continue 
to be perpetrated under Megawati 
and that the separatist conflict in 
Papua has in fact worsened. Amnesty 
International in its annual 2001 Report 
on the region, stated that hundreds 
of cases of extra-judicial execution, 
disappearances, torture and unlawful 
arrests were reported. In one case, four 
independence activists from Papua had 
been convicted and sentenced to three 
months imprisonment for spreading 
hatred against the government for 
their role in a peaceful demonstration. 
These students were subjected to 
torture and ill treatment and were 
denied medical treatment in detention 
for injuries sustained.

Amnesty goes on to document 
that deaths and injuries resulted from 
excessive force used by the military and 
police against protesters, particularly 
in areas of religious and ethnic conflict. 
The police and military, the report 
said, have also been responsible for 

destroying villages. Armed Papuan 
independence groups in the province 
have also been responsible for recent 
violence, directed against non-Papuan 
migrants and settlers. 

“Not much has changed under 
Megawati” says John Otto Ondawame, 
a leading West Papuan academic and 
activist. “She has simply continued the 
oppressive policies of other military 
regimes in the region. Megawati is not 
a political thinker but a puppet of the 
military,” Ondawame says.

Under Megawati 20,000 
Indonesian soldiers have been posted 
to West Papua to provide extra 
support in strategic areas, particularly 
at the border between Papua New 
Guinea and West Papua, in mining 
operating areas and in Jayapura, the 
capital.

According to Ondawame secret 
operations against leaders of 
human rights organisations and pro 
independence movements have 
continued. “The recent killing of 
the Presidium’s leader Theys Hiyo 
Eluay indicates that the Indonesian 
government is not serious in its quest 
for peace through dialogue,” he says.

 On the other hand, the 
transmigration policy has again 
been implemented in order to quell 
Papuan nationalism. According to the 
international press, the Indonesian 
army began funding a massive influx 
of young male migrants from Java 
and Sulawesi into West Papua. If the 
influx of migrants continues Papuans 
will become a minority. Of serious 

concern, is the possibility that these 
young men may provide a ready-made 
militia in the event of social unrest. 
Over the last 12 months, there have 
been reports that Laskar Jihad, a 
militant Muslim group blamed for 
fueling several sectarian conflicts within 
Indonesia, has increased its presence in 
West Papua, a predominantly Christian 
province. “There are at least 3,000 
Laskar Jihad activists,” Ondawame 
says, “they are armed with weapons 
and linked to Al Qaeda.”

Megawati has made it quite clear 
that she won’t allow any political 
groups that will undermine the 
integrity of Indonesia. “They want to 
use military muscles in order to crush 
any opposition” Ondawame adds.

It is evident that neither repression 
nor the lack of international support 
will lessen Papuan desire for 
independence. The independent 
movement in West Papua will live 
– and so will the violence, unless there 
are measures that address the human 
rights abuses that contribute to the 
political impasse. Pressure must be 
exerted on Indonesia to enter into 
a meaningful dialogue with Papuans 
and the onus is on the international 
community.

“All we demand is a peaceful, rather 
than a military solution,” Ondawame 
says. “In fact the military, should be 
brought to the international Court 
of Justice. It is time Megawati thinks 
carefully about reconcilitation.” n
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When Afghan refugee Ali 
Oruzgani boarded a fishing boat 
bound for Australia with twenty-two 
others seeking sanctuary from war 
and persecution, he knew it was the 
beginning of a new phase in his already 
tumultuous life.  Today, after a year 
lost in detention and unable to see 
his family who are dispersed from 
Iran to Pakistan, he shares a flat in 
Sydney with three other men from 
his background.  All Hazaras, their 
flat is open to frequent visitors from 
interstate, looking for work in Sydney 
or just visiting.

The occasional despair and 
frequent frustration of fleeing to the 
end of the earth in search of sanctuary 
– only to be given a much begrudged 
temporary visa – at times weigh 
heavily on the members of this unusual 
household.  As Ali says, the only good 
thing from coming to Australia is the 
friendships he has made.

I first met Ali, Zaher, Alimadad 

and Talash in a bare flat in Auburn, one 
of Sydney’s western suburbs.  Zaher 
served me tea on the floor and I asked 
if he would allow me, a stranger, to 
look into their lives.  He agreed.

Talash is one such friend, a 46 year 
old father of eight and grandfather to 
two more, with a warm heart and a 
twinkle in his eye.  Every time I visit he 
implores me to stay and eat – “Don’t 
worry, your girlfriend will wait for 
you”.  An Afghan man struggling with 
“women’s work” - he is now the cook 
of the household.  He does not mind 
the role, but he was never prepared 
for it.  I like his cooking, and I tell him 
so.  He answers: “If my wife was here, 
then you could eat real Afghan food”.  
But she is a refugee in Pakistan, with 
their six younger children in Quetta.  

I naïvely ask Talash if his family is 
in a refugee camp.  They are not.  It’s 
too dangerous for women without 
their husbands, but Talash does not 
wish to go into details.  His eldest son 

is in Indonesia, and was hoping to find 
a boat to Australia, but there is no 
longer any point.  All that would await 
him is a detention centre and then, at 
best, a temporary protection visa.  The 
phone companies must be doing well 
out of the refugees; there are continual 
calls to Pakistan, Indonesia, Iran, with 
earnest and hurried discussion as the 
meter counts out their hard earned 
cash and arrangements are made for 
further phone calls and messages to be 
passed on.  Now Talash has persuaded 
his son to abandon his plans to find a 
boat to Australia. He is sick of UNHCR 
camps, people smugglers, and waiting.  
He asks Talash to send him money to 
get him home, but his mother, Talash’s 
wife tells Talash from Quetta that it is 
too dangerous and he should not send 
the cash. So Talash struggles to keep 
together his family spread across four 
countries and measures out his pay in 
international phone cards.

Ali’s wife is also in Quetta with 
their two children, a boy aged 10 

Talash works six days a week in construction, seven if he is offered work on Sundays.  
He sends money to his wife and eight children who are refugees in Pakistan.
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Talash falls asleep while doing his homework and misses his adult English class.

and a girl aged 7.  The two wives 
don’t know each other, although 
their husbands have become friends 
on the other side of the world.  Ali’s 
wife lives in a rented house with her 
brother (who has found some work), 
his wife and their five children.  None 
of the children are at school because 
they have no Pakistani ID.

Ali and Talash were members of 
the PDPA (Peoples’ Democratic Party 
of Afghanistan) which aligned itself 
with the Russian communists.  In their 
fiercely Islamic country, Ali and Talash 
had the audacity to declare themselves 
atheists.  Apostasy was considered a 
crime punishable by death and, even 
if the laws have officially changed, 
they continue to be enforced by many 
of the militia still in control of their 
patches of the country.

Ali’s education also arouses 
suspicion amongst the Taliban.  As 
a bright young boy from a village 
background, Ali was sent to Kabul 

for his schooling, and then won a 
scholarship to study engineering in 
the Soviet Union.  On his return to 
Afghanistan the only opportunity for 
him was in the Afghan army which 
was fighting the mujahideen rebels.  
As an officer on the Communist side, 
Ali is well-known to those who would 
kill him and his atheism is no secret 
either.  

Talash also drew attention to 
himself and was decorated by President 
Najibullah.  He was later arrested and 
interrogated by the Taliban, and his 
cell-mates were summarily executed 
before his eyes.  While expecting the 
same fate, he was recognized by an 
acquaintance who lied about Talash’s 
identity to help secure his release.  The 
next time the Taliban came for him he 
knew it was time to flee.  The family 
sold their home and Talash paid the 
proceeds to a people smuggler to get 
him to Australia.  The rest of the family 
found their way to Quetta in Pakistan.

The youngest in the household 
is Alimadad, and the only one not 
married.  Ali, Talash and Alimadad 
met for the first time on the boat from 
Indonesia to Ashmore Reef, and were 
detained together at Curtin Detention 
Centre.  Ali remembers that Alimadad 
got terribly sunburnt on the voyage. 
Alimadad has had no contact with 
his family since he fled Afghanistan 
in 1999. Whilst in detention, the Red 
Cross visited and offered to help him 
contact his family, but he could not 
bring himself to put pen to paper. “I 
had a lot of problems with depression 
and stress – I couldn’t write a letter.”

Although both his father and 
brother are literate, there is no tradition 
of written correspondence in their 
village community.  “Its very strange, 
very difficult to write a letter”, he says.  
How can he communicate what he has 
been through in nearly five years since 
leaving home?  How can he explain 
the flight to Indonesia, the people 
smugglers and the unseaworthy boats, 
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Talash has taken on the role of cook, but tells me; “If my wife was here, then you could eat real Afghan food”.  

to a family which has never seen the 
sea and knows only its Afghan home?  
When it makes no sense to anyone he 
knows, how can he make sense of the 
time lost in detention, the bureaucracy 
of seeking asylum and the convoluted 
rules now twisted even further by a 
government besotted with its own 
rhetoric about maintaining the sanctity 
of Australia’s borders?  Red Cross 
messages are reserved for brief non-
political communications – “I am alive, 
I am in detention, so and so is sick” 
- but even such terse communication 
was more than he could do.

Alimadad concedes that he is 
also apprehensive about establishing 
contact.  That there is no postal 
service to the village is a barrier, but 
not insurmountable.  His parents are, 
or were, farmers in Afghanistan; he 
has four brothers, one sister.  One 
brother was fighting against the Taliban 
– the others were at home.  He has 
no idea what may have happened.  
Not knowing might be better than the 

knowledge he might gain.  His father 
once stood in the village mosque and 
called upon the villagers to defend 
themselves against the Taliban. This 
could not have endeared him to a 
regime known for its intolerance of 
dissent.

Zaher was brought into Port 
Hedland a few days after the others, 
having come to Australia on a different 
boat.  Friendships forged in detention 
must now substitute for family.  Like 
the friendships made at war, they 
will always have a special meaning for 
those who were there.  

Drawing out the stories from 
each of the men in the household is 
a slow process.  They do not expect 
sympathy.  Nor do they consider their 
lives extraordinary.  They are simply 
people with nowhere to go.  Since 

release from detention, their lives have 
taken on a superficial order.  Over 
six months their flat has gradually 
transformed with the acquisition of a 
second-hand lounge suite and a large, 
new television set.  Ali has enrolled in a 
computer course at TAFE, and an old 
computer now sits on the dining table.  
Talash serves up lentils and Afghan 
bread with sweet tea.  They have found 
a way to survive for now, buying their 
food in bulk from Flemington Markets 
and always cooking at home.  Their 
Afghan news comes off the Internet 
– in Farsi from the BBC.

But the order glosses over the 
turmoil beneath.  Alimadad’s visa 
expires in a few months, and he has 
no idea whether he will be allowed to 
stay or be forced onto a plane back 
to Afghanistan.  The past months have 
not gone well.  He borrowed $2000 
to buy a car which was stolen four 
months later.  After another month 
it was found and the police returned 
it to him, but a week after that he 

If my wife was here, then
you could eat real Afghan food. 
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‘He was beaten up by two 
thugs when he turned up 

asking for his wages.  
Despite having a witness who 
made a statement, the police 

did nothing’.  

Ali knows many familiar faces in Auburn, the centre of Sydney’s Afghan community.

drove into a bridge, writing it off. The 
loss of the car led to the loss of his 
construction job. He was working all 
over Sydney, general labour and tiling, 
but could no longer work because he 
had no transport. Now he is looking 
for lower paid factory work and still 
owes over $1000 on the car.

Zaher finds it hard to sleep.  He is 
anxious and suffers symptoms typical 
of those like him who were tortured 
and imprisoned. He has no contact 
with his wife and children. Sydney has 
not been kind to him.  His first job was 
in the kitchen of an Indian restaurant 
in Crows Nest where he was promised 
he would be trained as a waiter and 
earn a good wage.  After a while his 
pay was $40 for a full day’s work.  
When he started asking questions, 
they told him he was not wanted any 
more.

Next was a weekend job in a car 
wash and, again, Zaher was not paid.  
He was beaten up by two thugs when 

he turned up asking for his wages.  
Despite having a witness who made a 
statement, the police did nothing.  He 
contacted a lawyer about his medical 
bills, but the lawyer wanted $4000 
before doing anything. Zaher now 
works in a foundry, starting at 5am.  
The wages are low, but he gets home 

early and can pay his bills.

While establishing a network of 
contacts and acquaintances, there is an 
inner void.  A visit to the Royal Easter 
Easter Show brings both amazement 
and amusement, but Talash’s first 
reaction was that he wished his 

children could be there to see such 
sights.  On a day trip to the Northern 
Beaches, it strikes me that Sydney has 
an embarrassment of riches.  Boys laze 
in the sun with their surfboards as a 
family pours out of a four-wheel drive 
to buy pies and drinks.  The chattering 
daughters seem oblivious of their 
affluence and privilege, not so much 
as casting a glance at the four men 
almost gaping at such abundance and 
care-free complacency.  

In the car, driving past houses 
overlooking luxury yachts gleaming in 
the sun on Pittwater, Ali says that he 
did not know that such places existed.  
My new friends are on the outside, 
looking in at the lives of the chosen 
people.

The frustration of their situation 
never evokes anger … they just quietly 
continue their lives.  They never 
raise the subject of visa renewals, 
deportation, their families across 
the Indian Ocean.  Life as a low-paid 



30 | Refugee Transitions

Friends drop in for meals and the flat is the site of much interaction

worker factory worker is not easy, 
but theirs is a struggle to hang on to 
this most tenuous level of security.  
Theirs is a struggle to be allowed to 
be battlers. They ask very little. Not 
once have I heard them complain 
about their wages, or their struggles 
to find work.  

There is no dole for TPV holders. 
And they have never suggested that 
they wanted it. They want only to be 
allowed to stay and work, and then 
hope after that to be allowed to bring 
their families to live with them.  

Ali was pushed once. For the 
second time he went for his driving 
test, and was failed on a technicality.  
He tore up the paper work, not 
realizing that the certified translation 
of his Afghan license was inside. But, 
the struggle to normalise his life in 
Australia is one which, for the most 
part, Ali has embraced willingly.  
He began learning English while 
in detention and now speaks very 

comfortably and with a casual and 
captivating eloquence.  

English is Ali’s fifth language, and 
his weakest; he worked as a translator 
from Russian into Farsi when first a 
refugee in Iran. His language skills 
have been a key to some doors, but 
his experience has not been easy.  In 
Pakistan he was befriended for his 
Russian and then abandoned once he 
was no longer needed.  A Tasmanian 
company wanted to hire him and 
help him upgrade his engineering 
qualification, but then withdrew their 
offer when they found he was 37 years 
old.  Being highly skilled but not able 
even to find a clerical job is galling.  

Ali has concluded that his best 
prospects are in his own business, but 
the question of capital is a problem.  
He has cousin, Mohamed, who has 
taken the gamble of investing his time 
and energy and incurring the debt of 
a dry-cleaning business. On a Sunday 
afternoon Ali and I find Mohamed 

cleaning floors and painting walls in 
his new shop. I ask Mohamed how he 
can toil seven days a week with the 
knowledge that he could be deported 
in less than six months.  What would 
happen to the business?  He shrugs his 
shoulders: “We hope for the best”.

With time running out, Mohamed, 
Ali, and the others need to put 
in applications to have their visas 
extended.  What this entails, nobody 
knows, but it will require lawyers 
and money.  To stay in Australia they 
must re-apply for refugee status, but 
the rules have changed and the odds 
are now stacked against them. Having 
once proved they are refugees is no 
longer enough.  Mr Ruddock, it seems, 
has already made up his mind that it is 
safe to return to Afghanistan.

The Federal Government 
has offered them $2000 to drop 
their claims for asylum and accept 
repatriation to Afghanistan. They do 
not consider the offer for a minute 
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Alimadad and Zaher enjoy a joke while Talash looks on.

 Friendships forged in 
detention must now substitute 
for family.  Like the friendships 

made at war, they will always 
have a special meaning for 

those who were there.  

– the money means nothing when 
their lives are at risk.  

Afghan refugees are confronted 
with two arguments designed to 
stigmatise them.  One is that they 
are “economic refugees”, not seeking 
refuge, but economic opportunities.  
In contradiction, the other argument 
is that many of them are wealthy, and 
have brought with them large sums of 
money.  All TPV holders have been 
found to be “refugees”; that is, facing 
a well-founded fear of persecution.  
Economic factors are not relevant to 
the assessment.  

Some, like Talash, sold their homes 
to finance their flight, and did not have 
enough money to get the entire family 
to Australia.  Ali had to spend his last 
dollar paying the people smugglers 
and, yes, they wanted US dollars.

Ali now plays a role in Sydney’s 
Afghan community, helping to 
organise the boys’ soccer team.  The 

team is soundly beaten by the touring 
Tigers from Brisbane, and the match 
has attracted some media attention.  
Dressed for the occasion in a black 
suit, Ali appears a natural leader and 
spokesman.  For the next few weeks 
he receives calls from 60 Minutes, 
the BBC, SBS, a documentary crew.  

Refugees are big news, now.  But 
Ali’s values also set him apart from 
his community.  “The first thing they 
want”, he says, “is to build a mosque”.  
He is appalled at the idea of raising 
money to that end.  Religion, to his 
mind, has been the ruin of his country.  
“I would be happy to give money for a 

school, but I will not give one cent for 
a mosque.”

Speaking freely about his past, 
Ali sees no shame in using people 
smugglers.  It was the only way to 
escape.  But now, he must justify not 
having sought refuge in other countries 
en route to Australia.  Pakistan, he 
says, was out of the question – it was 
the major international sponsor of the 
Taliban.  The Taliban are all over the 
country.  Then why not Indonesia?

Ali explains that when he engaged 
the smugglers to get him to Australia, 
he had no idea of what was involved.  
He also had no idea of the provisions 
of the Refugee Convention.  He 
handed over money, and they arranged 
everything – a forged passport, a 
flight to Indonesia, the customs, 
the inevitable bribes, the boats, the 
transport to the port whose name he 
still does not know.

The refugees had no idea where 
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Enjoying a new environment … 
Afghanistan has no sea and their only experience of the ocean was the journey to Australia on an Indonesian fishing boat.

Ali talks to the media after his soccer team has played an Afghan team from Brisbane.
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they were, what the plans were, who 
they would travel with, or when. In 
Indonesia they were put into a cheap 
hotel and told that if they left they 
would be arrested. They had no idea 
what city they were in, and did not 
speak the language. All they knew, or 
at least believed, was that if they got to 
Australia they would be given refuge.

When I ask Ali what he will 
do if he is sent away, he shrugs his 
shoulders: “I can’t go back, so I will 
have to go anywhere that will take 
me”. Despite Mr Ruddock’s certainty 
that those who would have killed two 
years ago him will now welcome him 
home, Ali sees no possibility. 

In a quiet moment, Ali speaks 
of the Kabul he remembers, his flat, 
his books, his music, the visits to his 
brother and the meals with his family.  
The women did not wear veils at all, 
some worked as teachers or in offices, 
and they were free to dress as they 
liked. Ali remembers that it was safe 
to be in the streets.  Kabul was the 

Where will it all end?  Zaher has no contact with his wife and children.

metropolis for him - the center of his 
culture and his country. I understand 
suddenly that Ali is not in Australia 
looking for the good life – he has 
nowhere else to go. “My dream is 
to live in Kabul and contribute to the 
rebuilding of my country.  But that is 
not possible.  I can never go home”.

For Alimadad, the luxury of career 
choice is beyond contemplation for 
him.  Ideally, he would like to study 
at TAFE to become a chef.  He says 
that he has seen many jobs for chefs 
in the newspaper. “[As a chef] it is 
easy to get a job, and is not a big 
responsibility.” What he’d actually like 
to do is irrelevant.

The men live from day to day, 
month to month. Long term plans are 
impossible – even meaningless.  They 
are all trying to improve their English.  
Alimadad asks me what is “a bolt from 
the blue”?  Ali has a book about buying 
a car, which asks him to find a “tame 
mechanic” to look over a potential 
purchase. “What does this mean?”  

The dictionary confuses things more.  
There is so much to learn, to uncover, 
to understand.

Talash is asleep on the lounge, an 
exercise book on his lap. Working 
six days a week on a construction 
site, he is relatively well-paid.  He has 
joined the union and George from the 
CFMEU  tells me that the Afghans are 
“great workers - very hard working” .  
Talash works on Sundays, too, if work 
is available.  After all, he has to send 
money to his family in Pakistan.  I wake 
him up and he is late for his English 
class at the Migrant Resource Centre.
Talash does not say much, keeping his 
words to himself. I try to draw him 
out on what he wants from his life. “I 
hope to bring my family here – my life 
is my family”. He laughs, but cannot 
contemplate more. It seems too 
abstract a question for him to answer, 
but then he adds that he would like to 
give his children the chance to study 
and get educated, and to grow old to 
see them “lucky and successful”. n
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A Formal Homecoming 
and a Family Reunion  

It was just after midday, two cars from 
HCMC had arrived and we awaited 
the arrival of the van from Phnom 
Penh. On arrival, alighting from the 
van was the first secretary from the 
Vietnamese embassy, representatives 
from MOSALVY, two reps from the 
NGO CWCC and the Ministry of 
the Interior, and of course 25 year 
old Mai, who was being repatriated 
after 8 months in Cambodia. The 
contingent from Vietnam was just as 
large but not the same high level of 
officialdom - three of us from IOM, an 
immigration person, and two women 
from DOLISA – one from the district 
(also representing the WU), and the 
other from the commune level. And 
Mai’s parents were there to take her 
home; they were taken to HCMC 
first and then to the border.

The HCMC contingent was seated, 
the Cambodian contingent entered 

ALLAN BEESEY is a social scientist and consultant working in 
Thailand on issues of labour migration, human trafficking and 

sexual health. On the Vietnam-Cambodia border, recently, 
Allan witnessed an unusual ceremony.

and took up most of the remaining 
seats, almost 20 in total, at the round 
table in the middle of the room. Mai 
sat at one end of the table while her 
parents were at the other. There 
seemed to be little recognition 
between them. During informal 
greetings and the small talk Oanh 
from IOM beckoned Mai to move 
next to her mother, in the seat her 
father had vacated. He had left the 
room and did not return, apparently 
embarrassed by not being able to 
hold back his tears. The seeming lack 
of recognition was not due to a lack 
of family love.

There was an electricity black out, 
so the fans could not be used in the 
middle of the hot sunny afternoon. 
No drinks were served for the hour 
and a half-long process, a mark of 
the informality of the ceremony. The 
room was airy with large doors widely 

open and windows open onto the 
green fields. The Ho Chi Minh portrait 
was one of the few adornments in 
the large and dusty room with faded 
paint work; apparently it was seldom 
used. It was in a building just off the 
road from where those crossing the 
border were being processed. A 
new building further off the road 
was being constructed, seemingly, to 
replace this one.

Mai flashed a smile of recognition at 
me; I had interviewed her a month 
earlier in the shelter in Cambodia. 
She was not so happy then, with no 
reason to smile, but now, wearing 
lipstick, and casual light blue jeans 
with the same colour shirt, she could 
smile easily. The ordeal of her time in 
Cambodia, and the painstaking month 
in a shelter near the Thai border, 
followed by a month in a shelter in 
Phnom Penh, patiently waiting to 
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return home, was behind her. During 
the interview in Cambodia, my asking 
about her family triggered tears. Now 
there were no tears, just a sense of 
relief, almost a sense of joy. She had 
been working in Cambodia for over 
seven months.

The small talk continued after the 
greetings, leading into the formality 
of introductions around the table. 
A couple of people handed out 
cards, and there were polite nods 
and smiles. The chatter continued, 
slowly giving way to more serious 
conversations regarding two  
repatriations six months earlier. 
From here, with no formal opening, 
the mood was slightly more formal 
with thanks from the Vietnam team 
for the support from Cambodia, 
and then Cambodia expressing 
their appreciation for the support 
across the border.  The IOM HCMC 
representative was the spokesperson 
for Vietnam, and a woman from 
CWCC spoke for the Cambodian 
side. During this exchange hand-over 
papers were signed, and a form was 
passed around so that the names of 
all those who were present could be 
recorded.

As the talking went on one was 
left to wonder whether the best 
interests of the people for whom 
this meeting was occurring were 
actually being forgotten. Did they 
want to sit through all of this, with 
hardly a word from them? Were 
they listening intently, or impatiently 
waiting for it to end? While CWCC 
elaborated on their shelter work 
and their reintegration program in 
Cambodia, Mai was taken away for 
a 10 to 15 minute interview with 
the immigration person. Her mother 
continued sitting there, silently, and 
finally Oanh from IOM said that the 
Cambodian contingent was probably 
keen to get back to catch the ferry 
before the border closed, and so the 
meeting broke up.

One handing-over activity remained, 
the transferring of Mai’s belongings 
from the Cambodian van to the four-
wheel drive. Mai struggled with fixing 

the broken handle on her bag, intent 
to make it work for her. Meanwhile, 
a plastic bag of oil and tins of food 
were placed with her belongings, and 
then a big bag of rice, compliments of 
CWCC. Friendly chit-chat and good-
byes all round as the Cambodian 
contingent packed into their van for 
the return journey, and some of the 
Vietnamese contingent disappeared 
across the border to buy some 
Cambodian goods. Her parents were 
in the background, and our IOM 
contingent decided to go for a drink 
with Mai. 

We didn’t want to ply her with more 
questions but we did, in fact; well, 
we tried but she wanted to chat, she 
wanted to let off steam, maybe letting 
go of some of the pain, the sense of 
relief and lightness clearly showing 
through. She asked after her father 
and was comforted when told he 
was waiting just around the corner. 
Mai’s mother appeared and said the 
others had returned from shopping, 
they were ready to go. Her father in 
the front of the van with the driver 
was all smiles, he waived goodbye as 
Mai got in the back with her mother, 
the DOLISA women behind them. 
Smiles and good wishes all round as 
they moved off on their journey to 
An Giang a few hours away. 
 
We met up with Mai a couple of 
days later, more by accident than 
planning, when we were visiting the 
An Giang WU. I asked if she had 
slept well the past couple of nights, 
knowing that sleeping was difficult 
for her in the shelter, surprisingly she 
said no! Apparently her friends had 
been calling on her and keeping her 
up late and then she was too excited 
to sleep. Further evidence, perhaps, 
of this being a special case - Mai is 
a little older than many others, she 
was not away for too long and still an 
accepted community member. Also 
she was clearly deceived by strangers, 
falling under the control of a pimp 
with no means to contact anyone.

Mai’s story

Mai’s story has not been fully 
clarified yet. So far, it appears that 
she made the decision herself to go 
to Cambodia, hoping to earn some 
money for her family. She fell under 
the control of a pimp in Phnom Penh 
and was living with him, perhaps for 
six months. He sold her to a Thai 
customer and some other men and 
then she was working in a brothel. 

She was outside the brothel one day 
with another sex worker who ran 
away. Mai was blamed for letting her 
get away and ‘fined’ by increasing her 
debt astronomically. The pimp took 
her to Poipet where he tried to sell 
her to Thailand, but she refused. It is 
not clear whether they were escaping 
the debt or endeavouring to pay it 
off. 

Mai was then sold into massage 
and sex work in one of the casinos 
on the Thai border. She cried all 
day and a Vietnamese female cook 
took pity on her. She notified two 
men friends, working at the CWCC 
shelter in Banteay Meanchy, in the 
same province, who rescued her. 
She stayed in this shelter one month 
before going to Phnom Penh. Her 
father had looked for her twice in 
Cambodia, one time to tell her that 
her 18 year old brother, working as 
an electrician, had died in an accident 
at work, and to ask her to come 
home. She only found out about her 
brother’s death when she was in the 
shelter and was heart-broken. The 
district WU is now helping her to 
make a small business plan. She wants 
to sell sugar-cane juice.

Loan’s story

Loan escaped from the Phnom Penh 
brothel where she was held, after 
just a few weeks. She was only 15 
years old and had been deceived 
by her grandmother who sold her. 
She planned the escape and then 
executed it in the middle of the day 
while others were sleeping. She 
knew she would be beaten and sold 
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to another brothel if she was caught 
trying to escape. She was receiving 
just one customer a day but it was 
not what she wanted to do and was 
determined to escape. She got a 
motorcycle driver to take her to the 
bus station. She had no cash with her, 
and so offered the motorcycle driver 
and the bus driver her earrings. 
While the two men were fighting 
over the share from her earrings the 
police came and then brought her to 
a shelter.

Loan spent almost three months in 
the shelter in Cambodia before she 
was repatriated with Ni in the first 
repatriation of the current IOM 
project. Her biological parents and 

her stepfather wanted Loan to be 
reunited with them right after the 
return. However, given her age 
and the fact that her grandmother 
faced a police investigation, she was 
encouraged to go to the LRS. The 
grandmother has been looking for 
Loan to get her to drop the case. 
The CPCC counseled her and Loan 
agreed to stay at the LRS for a while. 

She visited her family in late 
September 2001 and again at Tet in 
late February. She attended a three 
month hairdresser course from 
September to Dec 2001 and was 
then apprenticed to a beauty salon, 
initially without pay. She has enjoyed 
the working environment and says 

the LRS has been 
good, too, but 
she has also been 
lonely, is reserved, 
did not make 
friends easily and 
was missing her 
family.

Human trafficking has been well documented in the 
Mekong region over the past couple of decades, 
especially that of trafficking for the purposes of 
prostitution. Internal trafficking of women and children 
occurs in every country and in the past decade almost 
every official border area and many minor crossings in 
the Mekong region are routes for tafficking. Thailand, 
with a rapidly developing economy during the 1980s, 
was a major destination country, with surrounding 
countries, including China and Vietnam, being source 
areas. Thailand remains the main destination, although it 
is also a source country for women going overseas into 
prostitution as well as a transitory route for women from 
surrounding countries who are trafficked overseas. 

The shift from trafficking and assisted passage to relying 
very much on one’s own resources has occurred in 
northern Thailand, with the pattern extending across 
the border into the Shan State in Myanmar and to 
Chinese (Dai) women from Yunnan. There will always be 
new women and girls who require assistance, but this is 
more like assisted passage than smuggling or trafficking, 
although the lines can be blurred.

She spent a month with her family, 
mainly her mother and step-father, 
but also with her father, during Tet. 
She felt like it was time to go home 
and the LRS agreed. We drove 
her home the day after Mai was 
repatriated. We took her to the 
CPCC office.  Soon after we arrived 
her mother was there to pick her up, 
with her young sister and her friend. 
They caught a boat on the small river 
to get into town in Dong Thap, and 
that’s how the four of them returned 
home.

CWCC - Cambodian Women’s Crisis Center

CPCC Committee for the Protection and 
Care of Children 

DOLISA Department of Labour, War 
Invalids, and Social Affairs 

HCMC - Ho Chi Minh City

IOM - International Organization for 
Migration

LRS - Little Rose Shelter

MOSALVY - Ministry of Social Affairs, 
Labour, Vocational Training and Youth 
Rehabilitation

WU - (Vietnam) Women’s Union

In both South and South-East Asia, prostitution is the 
dominant reason behind child trafficking.  Although the 
precise number of children who have been trafficked into 
prostitution is unknown, a 1996 UN report estimated 
that one million children work as prostitutes in Asia.

In South-East Asia, the majority of child trafficking 
victims are forced into prostitution. Other destinations 
include bonded labour situations, domestic work, forced 
marriages and adoptions, and more recently begging.  
While Thailand and Cambodia are the hotbeds of 
trafficking activity, all countries in the Greater Mekong 
Sub-region witness in-country trafficking for the purpose 
of sexual exploitation, usually from rural to urban 
centers.
  
In Cambodia, most trafficked children end up in the 
commercial sex industry.  Most of the prostitution-
related trafficking occurs within Cambodia, although 
sizeable numbers of children are trafficked from Viet 
Nam.  There are no reliable estimates of the number of 
children trafficked into prostitution in Cambodia, or even 
of the number of children working as prostitutes.  We 
do know, however, that children comprise a significant 
proportion of the prostitutes working in Cambodia 
– estimates range from 15.5 to 33 percent.



Moot Court
Usually, sunny Sydney seems a universe away from 
the “old world-meets-new world order” atmosphere 
of The Hague. But on Friday, December 7th, the 
University of New South Wales’ Centre for Refugee 
Research brought The Hague to Pitt Street.  Or more 
specifically, to the Wesley Centre, where a moot court 
version of the International Court of Justice was held.  
In a packed “courtroom” learned counsel battled it out 
over the rights of refugees.  Hobbit refugees.    

In a timely move, the organizers of the event used 
examples from JRR Tolkien’s epic “Lord of the Rings” 
trilogy to highlight many of the problems encountered 
by asylum seekers in Australia today. 

The case heard by the moot court was prompted 
by a dispute between the fictional Esgaroth and its 
neighbour Mirkwood.  As a result of the persecution of 
Hobbits in their homelands of Mordor and Moria, the 
bordering nation of Mirkwood had been experiencing 
an influx of asylum seekers.  While Mirkwood allowed 
that the Hobbits of Mordor were refugees under the 
definitions set forth by the Geneva Convention, they 
did not recognize the Hobbits of Moria as such.  They 
claimed that the persecution of Hobbits in Moria was 
not government-sponsored, placing the Hobbits outside 
Geneva Convention definitions (see below), and any 
Morian Hobbits were systematically pushed back at 
the border.  As a result, Morian Hobbits flocked to 
Mirkwood’s southern neighbor Esgaroth, a nation 
known for its humanitarianism.

Esgaroth brought suit against Mirkwood on the 
grounds that, as a much smaller and poorer nation, 
it could not sustain the inf lux of refugees indefinitely.  
All diplomatic parleys had failed and, in a last ditch 
effort, Esgaroth decided to take Mirkwood to the ICJ 
in hopes that the Court would find that Mirkwood 

Judges rule in favour of Morian Hobbits
must take responsibility for the Hobbits f leeing its 
borders for Esgaroth.

If any of this has a ring of familiarity, it certainly is no 
accident. Throughout the proceedings, both Justices 
(played with aplomb by The Honorable Justice Margaret 
Beazley; The Honorable Justice John Dowd, AO and 
Elizabeth Evatt, AC) and Counsel (John Basten, QC; 
Robert Beech-Jones; Kate Eastman and Nick Poynder) 
made sly references to Australia’s controversial refugee 
policies.  Counsel for Esgaroth complained about the 
ghastly conditions under which Mirkwood held asylum 
seekers.  From the razor wire to the armed guards, 
they could easily have been describing Australia’s 
refugee detention centers.  Later in the trial, Esgaroth 
accused Mirkwood of refoulement, or the Geneva 
Convention-barred practice of sending asylum seekers 
back to their country of origin.  Australian policies 
were clearly under fire.

In many ways, the moot court offered a forum for the 
Australian human rights community to work through 
their frustration at the national policies on refugees.  
When the verdict was returned, the court condemned 
many of the policies that characterize the Australian 
approach to the refugee problem. For example, the 
detention centres were found to be in violation of the 
1951 Convention. More damning was the court’s decision 
that Mirkwood’s policy of pushing Morian Hobbits back 
at the border was in contravention of the hallowed non-
refoulement clause in the 1951 Convention.  In essence, 
the Australian human rights community has tried its 
government and found it sorely lacking.  

While the moot court represents a step in the right 
direction, it is a world away from the here and now. 

                     by Jenny Queen

1. No Contracting State shall expel or return 
(“refouler”) a refugee in any manner whatsoever to 
the frontiers of territories where his life or freedom 
would be threatened on account of his race, religion, 
nationality, membership of a particular social group or 
political opinion. 

1951 Convention relating to the Status of Refugees
Article 33. Prohibition of expulsion or return (“refoulement”)

2. The benefit of the present provision may not, however, 
be claimed by a refugee whom there are reasonable 
grounds for regarding as a danger to the security of the 
country in which he is, or who, having been convicted 
by a final judgement of a particularly serious crime, 
constitutes a danger to the community of that country. 
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“As we sit here tonight, hundred of thousands of people around the 
world are in jail, suffering torture because of their political beliefs, religion 
or ethnic background. Millions more are being harassed and intimidated 
daily by police, military or paramilitary forces who threaten their lives and 
destroy their livelihood. Many of these people will be murdered, many will 
flee into exile and spend years languishing in refugee camps, and most will 
simply continue to live under oppressive regimes, working clandestinely to 
bring about change and hoping change will come,” SBS presenter Margaret 
Pomeranz said. 

At the seminar to mark the UN International Day in Support of Victims 
of Torture, the treatment of asylum seekers and Temporary Protection Visa 
holders in Australia was alluded to by most of the speakers. “Our current 
response to the asylum seekers in our detention centres is unfortunately 
a symptom of our current political climate,” Margaret added. “We know 
they are fleeing terror. We know that in the end the majority of them are 
being accepted as legitimate refugees in Australia, but we insist on keeping 

them in harsh conditions and treating them with great disregard. We 
are doing them great harm. In fact we are creating a group of 

people with tremendous mental health problems amongst 
us, who will have difficulty coping and living in normal 

life conditions in our communities.”
Afghan-born Sayed Reza Moosawi, a 

Temporary Protection Visa holder, left 
Afghanistan by himself two years ago at 

the age of 13; since then he has had no 
contact with his family. “When I was in 
Afghanistan my life turned dark. The 
Taliban persecuted everybody, the 
warlords changed the country into 
a blood battle,” he said. “My father 
sent me out with the hope to get me 
to safety, security and a future. But 
the trip was full of danger… I could 
see moments that I felt I would die. 
Finally our boat arrived in Australian 
waters where I was hoping to be safe 
and welcomed… for the first time I 
can study, but holding a temporary 
protection visa puts me in limbo.”

Dr Nooria Mehraby also fled 
Afghanistan, a decade earlier than 
Sayed, after the Russian invasion. After 
working as a medical doctor in various 
refugee camps, she arrived in Australia 
in 1993 and two years later started 

On 26th June, to commemorate the UN International Day in Support of Victims 
of Torture, about 100 people gathered at the State Parliament for a Friends of 

STARTTS seminar on the effects of torture. OLGA YOLDI reports.

Breaking the Cycle 
of Torture

working as a counselor for STARTTS. 
Nooria, who has worked with Afghan 
refugees for nine years, said that there 
were two factors that drove her work: 
her commitment to human rights and 
the resilience of her clients and their 
ability to survive. This is something 
that continues to amaze her.

“Throughout last year I found 
myself carrying a heavy load, 
sometimes beyond my counseling 
duties, but providing support for 
this very special group of people is 
rewarding” she said. Nooria also 
spoke about her experience working 
with a group of unaccompanied 
minors from Afghanistan in a school 
in Western Sydney. “The group was 
highly traumatized and extremely 
worried about the family they had 
left behind… It was difficult for me 
to separate my professional role as a 
counselor and my personal feelings of 
sadness, of being a part of a multiply- 
traumatized community… The session 
had a significant impact on me. I was 
painfully aware of my own feelings of 
loss, sadness, anger and resentment. It 
was an extremely emotional session. 
I could sense the fresh smell of my 
homeland from this newly arrived 
group and felt that I had traveled with 
them on a journey of years within two 
hours, so I felt exhausted… But I was 
astonished at the strength of these 
children and their incredible ability to 
survive.” 

Dr Quintiliano Ruidiaz survived 
threats to his life in his native Colombia 
but had to face exile in Australia as a 
result. “It is not easy to suddenly leave 
everything… It is not easy to start 
again,” he said. “It is very traumatic, 
you frequently feel depressed and 
many times you cry silently in the 
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darkness of the night or at a lonely 
park… The suffering is silent and deep, 
so deep that one forgets to smile, one 
forgets the aroma of the gardens with 
roses, carnations and jasmine. One 
also forgets the colours of life, the 
clarity of light. One forgets that there 
is a blue sky and beautiful oceans… 
You only carry the weight of feelings: 
guilt, fear, frustration, sorrow, anger 
and the sight of grey horizons… You 
ask yourself: “Why did this happen to 
me? Is it a sin to think differently?

“In Colombia, it is indeed a sin to 
think differently,” he said. “It is a mortal 
sin to call for change in our national 
constitution, to demand social justice 
and denounce the constant genocide 
of farmers, unionists, workers, human 
rights activists, student leaders and 
everyone who is against the ruling 
class. A class who still thinks that our 
country only belongs to them and it is 
for them. My country’s democracy is 
only on paper. It is made and fixed for 
a special class but not for the majority 
of us Colombians.”

Rutiliano spoke about the armed 
struggle in Colombia and the impact 
it has had on the civil population, 
particularly on women, children and 
the elderly. However, he still sees 
himself as having a role to play in 
the future of Colombia: “I will be 
working for a real democracy and for 
everyone’s well-being in Colombia. I 
will be fighting for peace so that we 
learn how to engage in dialogue and 
stop fighting. I will be working for 
a dignified life full of tolerance and 
respect.”

About 250 organisations in 90 
countries joined the International 
Rehabilitation Council for Torture 
Victims to commemorate the UN 
International Support for Victims 
of Torture this year. The question 
everyone poses, however, is, “What 
can we do to break the cycle of 
torture?” “The pessimist in me says 
that there is probably nothing we can 
do. It is all too hard and all I can do is 
sit back and hope that the problems 
take care of themselves,” Margaret 

Pomeranz said. 
“But the activist 
and the 
optimist in 
me say there 
are things that 
we can do. 
First of all we 
must ensure 
that the fight 
against torture 
remains high 
on the agenda 
of governments 
around the world… 
We must remind 
our own government 
that human rights 
have to be a priority 
condition in all dealings with 
other governments. Australia 
should not be lending support to 
dictatorships and authoritarian regimes 
that torture their citizens. Australia also has 
a responsibility to provide proper training, based on 
the principles of human rights, to our own police and 
military personnel. But equally importantly, we have 
an obligation that in all our international education 
and training work, human rights is a core subject,” 
she added. And, what is more important: “Many 
foreign police and military are participants in our 
huge education export industry. They come to classes 
here in Australia and they participate in programs that 
Australian educators provide overseas. We have to 
ensure that the curriculum for all programs provides 
foreign students with an understanding of the rights 
of all citizens and provides security personnel with 
the means to work with their communities in non-
coercive ways.” 

The Australian government has been facing human 
rights dilemmas in its dealings with China, Indonesia, 
Malaysia and other governments, for quite some time 
now, and it is far from being resolved. On the other 
hand, the September 11 events have not helped the 
cause of asylum seekers either. “Terrorist attacks 
plunged us all into a cycle of revenge that will have 
consequences that we can’t even imagine, as yet,” 
Margaret said.

Most speakers agreed that we have an obligation 
to demand that our government continues to maintain 
a high standard. “We spent most of the 20th century 
as world leaders in human rights. We are starting the 
21st century with a terrible record and international 
profile,” Margaret said. And this is not acceptable. n

Refugee Transitions | 39



By Michael Bromhead

Last November about one 
hundred and forty staff members 
from torture and trauma services 
around Australia and New Zealand 
gathered for the conference of the 
Forum of Australian Services for 
Survivors of Torture and Trauma 
(FASSTT).

The eight trauma services 
in Australia are members of the 
FASSTT and through their respective 
Directors work on projects, lobby 
governments, share ideas and, most 
importantly, support each other’s 
work.

As suggested by the theme of the 
conference, ‘Aiming High: Towards 
Benchmarks in National Service 
Provision’, the meeting was the 
starting point in the development of 
national service standards that will 
provide a benchmark for delivering 
quality services to survivors of 
torture and trauma across Australia. 
Members of Forum believe that the 
development of national standards 
of service delivery will place the 
FASSTT in a better position to 
gain funding for national projects, 
strengthen the national network and 
exchange staff between agencies. It 
will also contribute to presenting a 
well-coordinated national network 
in international forums and 
conferences.

The meeting took place at the 
Rutherford Park Country Retreat, 
near the spa resort towns of 
Daylesford and Hepburn Springs in 
central Victoria – a  perfect location 
for discussion, contemplation, 
standardisation and karaoke 

renditions! It gave staff participants an 
opportunity to explore commonalities 
in their work, the different methods 
used in service delivery and share 
thoughts and ideas about some of 
the complex and disturbing issues 
relevant in our work today. 

But it was also fun. It was kicked 
off with a trivia quiz that also 
attempted to set new standards in 
fashion and even revealed some dark 
personal secrets about some of our 
directors, who shall remain nameless 
to protect their right to privacy and 
to avoid potential blackmail!

An attempt was also made to 
set standards in hair colour. But 
because there was only a minority of 
participants who could present their 
original hair colour, let alone enough 
hair, it was not possible to establish 
any clear standards.

Much of the meeting was 
conducted in the form of workshops 
focusing on specific service categories 
and agency functioning. Topics 
ranged from clinical and group work 
for children and adolescents to 
Complementary Therapy approaches, 
issues, administration, training and 
research and early intervention 
methods. Crossing through most of 
these topic areas were our difficulties 
in providing services to asylum 
seekers, particularly Temporary 
Protection Visa holders (TPVs). It was 
often said that we could have easily 
committed the four days to the issues 
we face assisting TPV holders.

Consultant John Clarke, spoke 
about the rationale for establishing 
service standards, about the need 
for agencies to make a recorded 
commitment to their clients, staff, 

NATIONAL STANDARDS FOR 
TORTURE AND TRAUMA 
REHABILITATION SERVICES

funding bodies and other service 
providers about what exactly they 
seek to deliver. This commitment, 
according to John, communicates 
the agencies’ values, operating 
framework and standards to others, 
whilst also establishing guidelines for 
evaluating the service.

Annarella Hardiman and Cath 
Dean spoke about their experience 
writing the National Standards of 
Practice Manual for the National 
Association of Services against Sexual 
Violence. They presented a practical 
example of the challenges involved in 
establishing national service standards. 
For instance, finding a common 
expression for the philosophy of 
service was one of their challenges, 
as well as establishing a standard of 
access and equity, given the diverse 
locations and methods used by 
numerous agencies throughout the 
country. Cath and Annarella also 
spoke of the benefit of establishing 
clear decision making processes and 
identifying the common and unifying 
practices, rather than the differences.

Jorge Aroche, Director of 
STARTTS, said that service standards 
were needed for the preservation of 
the services to vulnerable refugees. 
“We have had a good run,” he said. 
“The compelling nature of the work 
that we do, and our small size in 
budgetary terms have meant that 
funding bodies have taken our claims 
about the quality of our service 
pretty much at face value. Of course, 
we deserve this level of trust, but to 
count on this continuing would be 
both naïve and overly complacent, 
particularly given the current political 
climate and the public mood about 
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refugees. We need to demonstrate 
that we can provide good quality 
services reliably across the nation.” 

All the participants shared 
their experiences, wrestled with 
the challenges, and contemplated 
dinner and the evening festivities. 
When not daydreaming about their 
upcoming karaoke debuts or gazing 
out the window to the rolling hills of 
country Victoria, they identified the 
principles that applied to their work, 
the standards required in achieving 
those principles and the strategies we 
needed to achieve the standards. It 
is beyond the scope of this article to 
express all the principles identified by 
the groups, but the sample in the box 
will provide a flavour of each group’s 
endeavours.

All in all, the conference was 
a great opportunity for creating 
or strengthening the ties between 
agencies, service areas, for sharing 
ideas, and examining once again what 
we do, why we do it and how we do 
it best. n

Principles

Administration: “All clients of the agency are treated with 
respect, dignity and equity.”

Adolescents: “We take a holistic approach to each young 
person.”

Adults and long term interventions: “Our services are open to 
all adult survivors of torture and trauma.”

Children: “Every child is treated as an individual with individual 
needs.”

Early Health Assessment and Intervention: “Our practice 
empowers the client.”

Complementary Therapies: “Complementary Therapies are a 
valued part of the suite of integrated services contributing to 
the recovery of survivors of torture and trauma.”

Research: “Research is conducted within an ethical framework.”

These principles will lead to a comprehensive range of 
standards and strategies that will be compiled into a report to 
be ratified by the NFSSTT.     



Reviews
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Feature films:

BARAN 
d. Majid Majidi (Iran 2001) 

BEND IT LIKE BECKHAM 
d. Gurinder Chadha 
(USA/UK/Germany 2002)

BORDERS 
d. Mostéfa Djadjam (France 2001) 

Delbaran 
d. Abolfazi Jalili (Iran 2001) 

ESCAPE TO PARADISE 
d. Nino Jacusso (Switzerland 2001)

L’AFRANCE 
d. Alain Gomis (France 2001)

TAR ANGEL 
d. Denis Chouinard (Canada 2001)

Documentary:

A WEDDING IN RAMALLAH 
d. Sherine Salam (Australia 2002) 

There are times when one notices 
that the world is changing. From 
Canada to Iran, France to Australia, 
it is clear that film-makers are turning 
their attention to the waves of 
migration now building up around the 
world, and the efforts made to resist 
the tide.

Migration is a complex emotional 
and economic undertaking. It creates 
havoc with relationships and family 
ties, personal identity, political 
affiliations, language, finances and 
legal processes. Seeking a new life 
is seldom a straightforward move 
from one place to another. Fraught 
with uncertainties, people hesitate, 
come and go, hedge their bets and 
inevitably carry regrets.

Those seeking asylum, have 
no choice of going home. In Nino 
Jacusso’s Escape to Paradise, a Kurdish 
family must make contingency 
plans to go into hiding in case their 

application for asylum in Switzerland 
is rejected. The father, Sehmuz, has 
been tortured in Turkey and has 
taken his family on boats, trains and 
buses to get to Switzerland where he 
believes they will be safe. After initial 
processing which involves questioning, 
filling in forms, photographs, 
medicals, injections, fingerprints and 
hand scans, Sehmuz’s daughter asks, 
“Are we in prison?” 

In temporary housing with 
other asylum seekers Sehmuz meets 
countryman Aziz who starts to sow 
seeds of doubt in his mind. Preparing 
for their formal interview for refugee 
status is like preparing a defence for 
a trial. The scars on his body speak 
of Sehmuz’s suffering at the hands of 
Turkish authorities, but Aziz tells him 
“You need proof”. “I’m Kurdish”, 
Sehmuz says, but it dawns on him that 
this is not enough.

He will need a plausible story, 
proof of what prison he was in, what 
dates, which cell?” Sehmuz does not 
know. “I was blindfolded”. Aziz tells 
him that they will never believe him. 
He must get a better story. For a 
price, Aziz can arrange documents, 
certificates, and a story to guarantee 
a positive outcome.

As Sehmuz is stripped of his 
own story, he is also stripped of his 
money and his dignity by the forgers 
for whom Aziz is an agent. He must 
abandon himself, betray his wife and 
his children by selling the heirlooms, 
their wedding rings, all to concoct 
a lie. As the day of his interview 
with the authorities approaches, he 
realises that he must choose between 
placing his bets on a believable lie 
and defending his claim with an 
unprovable truth.

Identity is the central theme of 
L’Afrance. El Hadj is a Senegalese 
student in Paris, writing a radical 

dissertation on the politics of his 
country’s independence struggle. He 
is committed to returning to Senegal 
after graduation. “I have a life waiting 
for me over there”, he says. He and 
his friends have sworn they would 
resist France and absorption into 
French bourgeois society. But Senegal 
is changing, too.

Failure to renew his French visa 
leads El Hadj’s to face humiliating 
deportation. While trying to raise 
funds to pay for his own flight to 
Dakar (and thereby retain his dignity), 
he works on a building site, but a 
fellow Senegalese labourer tells him 
“You insult us by being here”. El Hadj 
is an intellectual, a nationalist, and 
his own people expect more of him. 
His love affair with Myriam, a French 
woman, must be conducted in secret. 
For El Hadj it would be a betrayal to 
accept her love and stay in France.

In Borders we follow seven 
migrants who have engaged people 
smugglers to carry them from 
Senegal to Europe. They have vague 
expectations of being able to live and 
work in a land of plenty. One man 
wants to live in a “white country”. 
Another says, “There are black 
people everywhere, nowadays”. 
There is some awareness that what 
awaits them is, at best, menial work.

The travellers never know who 
will carry them beyond the section 
they are already on. Moving from 
canoe to the back of a ute, to the 
freezer compartment of a fish truck, 
to a bus and to fishing boat, the price 
increases as they progress. As one 
says: “Things have changed. Now 
slaves pay their own transportation”.

No-one is a friend, or can be 
assumed to be. No-one knows whom 
to trust. Amma has been forced to 
prostitute herself, deserted by her 
husband who has taken her jewellery 

Films about refugees and migration featured prominently, at the 49th 
Sydney Film Festival. And not one was about Australia. PETER WILLIAMSON 
saw eight films and was moved to consider the meaning of migration.
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to secure his own passage. The 
travellers opt for trusting each other, 
but the nearer they get to Europe, 
the more the gloss fades. The group is 
reduced to betrayal and stealing from 
each other.

Borders portrays the people 
smugglers as uncaring and mercenary, 
but they still deliver the goods, 
literally. Whether carrying frozen fish, 
cement or people, it is just a service 
and they are just cargo.

One of the great motivations for 
migrants is that despite the hardship 
they expect to endure, they hope for 
a better life for their children. But as 
the children grow, they often identify 
more with the new country rather 
than the old. Jess, star of Gurinder 
Chadha’s Bend it Like Beckham, has 
a football obsession which her Sikh 
parents cannot accept. Jess is English 
with a Sikh heritage, but her parents 
are Sikh with an English life. So the 
dislocation of migration is played 
out over at least a generation. Jess’s 
parents fear that her playing football 
will jeopardise their reputation, as 
well as their daughters’ marriage 
prospects. 

Alienation of one’s children is 
particularly painful in Tar Angel, a 
Canadian feature about an Algerian 
refugee family in Montréal. The 
father, Ahmed, is on the brink of 
becoming a Canadian citizen and 
expects his son, Hafid, gratefully 
to embrace the educational 
opportunities afforded by his new 
home. Hafid, however, embraces the 
freedom to engage in radical activism. 
Just as his father sees no bad in 
Canada, his son will see no good.

Migrants at first hope to take 
what is best in the new country 
while shunning what seems alien 
and unacceptable. To reach his 
son, Ahmed must delve into a side 
of Canadian life which he never 
thought existed. Both Tar Angel and 
Beckham require the parents to 
make concessions to the inevitable; 
accepting their new countries means 

accepting their children as citizens in 
a different culture. Or conversely, on 
pain of alienation from their children, 
the migrants are dragged into full 
acceptance of the new culture.

Children play important roles in 
many of the films. The migration is 
experience is a family one, although 
experienced so differently by different 
generations. In a poignant scene, 
Sehmuz, the asylum-seeking patriarch 
in Escape to Paradise, is comforted by 
his children at his lowest moment. 
When his daughter must give up her 
grandmother’s heirlooms, it is like 
a betrayal of three generations, but 
she casually tells her mother that she 
never liked the jewellery, anyway. 
Whether this is a careless throw-away 
comment by a teenager or a selfless 
lie to restore her parents pride, we 
do not know.

Kaim (in Abolfazi Jalali’s Delbaran) 
is another child driven from home 
by violence. As an Afghan illegally 
residing (and working) in Iran he is in 
a precarious position. He has been 
taken under the wing by an elderly 
Iranian couple who have a truck stop 
in the desert outpost of Delbaran. 
This is a world of men; women and 
children play a minor role. Against 
a backdrop of barren desert and 
mountains, Kaim is placed at centre 
stage. As the war draws closer, Kaim 
is drawn into the world of men and 
guns. 

Nationality is irrelevant to the 
truck drivers, hunters and traders 
passing through Delbaran. However, 
officialdom is always present. The 
state is personified by Mahadavi, the 
patrol officer, who is on the lookout 
for illegal Afghans who are smuggled 
through the truck stop. When a 

wedding takes place between an 
Afghan man and an Iranian woman, 
Mahadavi is incensed. Unable to 
speak the groom’s language, he asks 
the guests “Why is he marrying this 
Iranian woman?” The guests relay the 
question to the groom. “He says that 
he loves her”. Even the most human 
interaction seems a challenge to the 
state and official bureaucracy.

Not surprisingly, bureaucracy and 
policing are themes which pervade 
almost all of the films. Another 
Iranian feature was Baran, also 
about Afghans’ battle to live in Iran. 
Working in the most dangerous and 
poorly paid jobs, they are subject to 
arrest and arbitrary reductions to 
their wages. The film centres around 
Lateef, a young Iranian construction 
worker who becomes obsessed with 
Rahmat, an Afghan girl. Rahmat is 
forced to disguise herself as a boy in 
order to work on the construction 
site after her father has been injured 
in an accident. Lateef comes to 
understand the appalling conditions 
Rahmat’s Hazara family must endure, 
but despite great sacrifice and their 
mutual attraction, Lateef cannot 
break through the cultural barrier 
that separates them. At their closest 
moment she covers her head with her 
burqa. Rahmat is lost to him.

There are unbridgeable spaces 
between those who are legal and 
those who are not, and between 
those whose lives are centred in a 
single country and those whose lives 
are divided by borders and fences. 
Perhaps the most extraordinary 
film was A Wedding in Ramallah, 
Palestinian-Australian director Shirene 
Salam’s documentary. Mariam is a 
Palestinian woman who agrees to an 

Right:
Keira Knightley and Parminder 
Nagra in Bend it Like Beckham
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arranged marriage with Bassam, a 
Palestinian man, exiled in the USA.

Life in Cleveland, Ohio is no bed 
of roses for Bassam, and he tells 
Mariam so; but she willingly joins 
him, spending her days bored and 
alone in their flat, both frightened 
and forbidden to go outside. She has 
no English, no friends, and Bassam 
works three jobs to make ends 
meet.

The film contrasts the isolation 
and loneliness of America with the 
warmth of family life, in Palestine, 
oppressed as the women are. 
Mariam’s world first diminishes 
from a village where she knows 
everybody, to her in-law’s house in 
Ramallah where she endures their 
watchful eyes, and finally to Bassam’s 
Cleveland flat. There she watches 
endless television and the telephone 
is a lifeline to home.

America comes through as 
bleak, lonely and hostile, in contrast 
to Ramallah where tracers arc across 
the sky and the women keep low on 
the floor of their flat, for a fear of a 
bullet coming through the wall. 

Bassam’s colleague who fixes 
payphones with him, knows nothing 
of Palestine and clearly is interested 
in no more than a few jokes about 
Arab stereotypes. Moussa, Bassam’s 

older brother, also lives in America. 
He is a US citizen, but he cannot 
bring over his wife, Sinora, as he 
is paid cash in hand and therefore 
cannot sponsor her application. 
Sinora has waited in Ramallah for 
eight years hoping for a visa. 

How clearly the film shows us 
that home is home, whether one can 
live there or not. We see how the 
men come to live with one foot in 
each world – a family in Palestine, a 
job in the USA. While Sinora dreams 
that one day she will go to live in 
America, Bassam dreams that one 
day he and Mariam will have enough 
money to go home. 

Perhaps every migrant dreams of 
going home. As El Hadj (L’Afrance) 
says to his friend, “I’m tired of being 
a foreigner. I’m sick of being black”. 
His friend, Demba, went back, but 
he was preyed upon: “I was eaten 
alive. They treated me kindly, like I 
was sick. Meanwhile they cleaned me 
out. In a month I was skint”.

The West is inevitably 
mythologised in the developing 
countries. It represents freedom 
to Sehmuz, a font of culture and 
sophistication to Sinora, stuck in 
Ramallah, a dream of wealth and 
plenty to the hapless travellers in 
Borders and, to some like El Hadj, 

it is the ultimate degrader and 
temptress.

Now educated and back home, 
El Hadj comes to realise that he will 
fit in nowhere. His father seems to 
understand. “Forty years ago”, the 
old man says, “my father sent me to 
the city. He did not know what he 

was doing”.
Excepting A Wedding in Ramallah, 

all the films are works of fiction, 
although most seemed more than 
real in their unsentimental looks 
at the lives of migrants from the 
developing countries. Escape to 
Paradise cleverly blurs fiction and 
reality by using Kurdish refugees to 
play the roles of the asylum seekers, 
and actual immigration officials to 
play the roles of those assessing the 
applications.

Migration is a transforming and 
heartbreaking experience. First 
migrants must reconcile reality 
with expectations; later they must 
reconcile memory with a home 
that is no longer what it used to be. 
Eventually, going home ceases to be 
an option. No wonder that migration 
is one of the emotional upheavals of 
a lifetime. n
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KANDAHAR  

d. Mohsen Makhmalbaf.

The whole world now knows of 
the suffering of Afghanistan during 
6 years of Taliban rule, though it 
seems no-one much cared prior 
to September 11 last year. The 
Taliban took power in 1996 after a 
vicious civil war, imposing a fanatical, 
punitive version of Islam to cleanse 
Afghanistan of the widespread 
lawlessness that followed the 
Soviet withdrawal in 1989 and the 
subsequent years of internecine 
squabbling. In some ways they were 
welcomed for it, in the same way the 
victorious Khmer Rouge were hailed 
with relief as incorruptible bringers 
of peace in Cambodia in 1975. The 
Taliban brought peace, at first, but 
they also brought a programme of 
strict puritanical conformity. Thieves 
and adulterers were executed or 
amputated.  Girls’ education was 
put to a dead stop, women forced 
out of professions and modern 
clothes into the subservience of the 
burqa, men required to grow long 
beards. Western influences were 
exterminated; music outlawed; 
radios and TVs were smashed, or 
hidden; long tangles of video and 
audio tape were strewn from trees; 
even the flying of kites was banned. 
Dissidence was not tolerated.

Against this background, Iranian 
director Mohsen Makhmalbaf 
(Gabbeh) has crafted a small, 
near-documentary story. Nafas, an 
Afghan-born Canadian journalist 
who had fled years before, receives 
a letter from her younger sister, 
maimed by a landmine and left 

behind in Kandahar, at the heart 
of Taliban rule. Despairing, she 
has vowed to end her life on the 
last eclipse of the 20th century, 
preferring death to oppression and 
misery.  Sneaking across the border 
with Iran, Nafas seeks to travel 
alone to Kandahar and rescue her 
sister, donning the mandatory all-
covering burqa and crossing the land 
incognito in a country where women 
are forbidden to travel alone. Along 
the way, through her eyes we 
witness sights of astonishing cruelty 
and absurdity, but also images of 
poetic beauty. In a madrasseh  a 
young boy who cannot properly 
recite the Koran is scolded by his 
teacher while another boy receives 
praise for knowing how to operate a 
Kalashnikov. Falling sick, Nafas visits 
a local doctor who can only examine 
her while sitting on opposite sides of 
a partition: his questions are relayed 
to her via a third party. Everywhere, 
masses of women in vivid hued 
burqas travel and work in silent 
groups against the stark backdrop of 
Afghanistan’s breathtaking beauty. 
Dozens of one-legged men mill 
around a medical outpost run by the 
Red Cross, hobbling towards artificial 
legs parachuted from aeroplanes. I 
doubt this ever happened, but it is 
an image of true pathos. 

Kandahar was made well before 
the flight of the Taliban late last 
year. Makhmalbef himself knows 
something about oppressive regimes, 

having spent time imprisoned by 
the ayatollahs and submitting his 
work to vetting and censorship 
by them. Consequently, Kandahar 
comes across at times as blunt 
and overly didactic. The actors are 
mostly untrained – and those are 
real amputees, real landmine victims 
--  which makes for a documentary 
realism but also awkwardness when 
combined with an unsubtle script. 
Yet it is impassioned, full of fury at 
the injustice and compassion for 
those under the yoke. Chief among 
these is not the women but a lonely 
young boy, Khak, an urchin who 
acts for a time as Nafas’ guide, and 
whose boyish artlessness induces 
both suspicion at his motives and 
pity for his wretchedness. There are 
others: the one-armed shyster, his 
forearm a stump, who was probably 
a punished thief, or the husband 
who comes to the Red Cross in 
quest of artificial legs for his wife. 
Still, the most striking images, and 
the fuel of Kandahar’s fury and 
sadness, remain with the women; 
half the population in eclipse, strung 
across the grandeur of the landscape 
in burqas  of all hues – reds, 
turquoise, yellows, blues – for all 
their beauty nothing more than an 
anonymous collection of brightly 
coloured objects. n

 Reviews
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THE PICKUP

Nadine Gordimer
(Bloomsbury,  2001, $29.95)

As  a long time fan of Gordimer’s 
writings  I must admit to being 
disappointed and somewhat 
disconcerted by this novel. 

Gordimer justifiably won the 
Nobel Prize for Literature in 1991. 
Arguably she should have won it 
some years earlier but I suspect the 
committee for “political” reasons 
couldn’t give a white South African 
writer the prize until after the demise 
of Apartheid. In her over 25 books 
she has been not only a scathing 
critic of this racist regime but also a 
sardonic observer of the foibles and 
contradictions of the, mainly white 
and middle class, liberals of that 
country. Gordimer has never been an 
easy read, she makes you work but 
the work is rewarding. 

Julie Summers a young affluent 
Jo’burger starts an affair with Abdu, 
a Muslim immigrant, after he has 
repaired her car. We quickly discover 
that Abdu is in South Africa illegally, 
he is what is dismissively known as 
an economic refugee - that is, he is 
not fleeing persecution but seeking 
a better standard of living. The first 
half of the novel covers Julie’s and 
Abdu’s relationship, as well as the 
reactions of Julie’s friends at the 
bohemian El-Ay Cafe and her wealthy 
family to the coupling. Eventually the 
authorities catch up with Abdu, and 
after marrying Julie (largely at her 
insistence),  they are repatriated to 
Abdu’s unnamed homeland.

This is vintage Gordimer with 
flashes of her insightful and incisive 
style, her observations of the minutiae 
of “politcal” life, explicating political 
and social changes in the new South 
Africa. Apartheid or the memory of 

it appears only in small background 
incidents.

There is, however, one narrative 
sideline that is quite jarring - the 
accusations of sexual harassment 
brought against her gynaecologist 
uncle. One can’t help thinking this 
has been thrown in because of its 
topicality .

The second half of the novel sees 
Julie and Ibrahim ibn Musa, as Abdu’s 
real name turns out to be,  settling 
with Ibrahim’s family in a small village 
at the edge of a desert somewhere in 
the Middle East. Ibrahim spends time 
applying, unsuccessfully,  to various 
embassies (including the Australian) 
for an immigration visa. Julie though 
unable to speak the local language or 
accept the restraints on women in a 
traditional Muslim society manages 
to fall in love with the otherness of 
both the culture and the desert that 
surrounds her, just as one suspects 
she fell in love with the otherness/
exoticness of Abdu/Ibrahim. (One 
needs to be wary of this perception 
of people as the “other”. It can ,as 
we have seen in John Conroy’s and 
other reports,  just as easily lead to 
torture and extermination as falling in 
love). Both principle characters seem 
to be seeking otherness -  Ibrahim 

the otherness of economic and 
social  security in a liberal Western 
democracy; Julie the “other” as 
exotic and somehow more real than 
her privileged lifestyle. While Julie’s 
romanticising might be legitimate 
characterisation I could not help  
feeling, given that Gordimer is no 
where near as analytical and critical as 
she is in the first half,  that Gordimer 
shares Julies romantic perceptions of 
the “other “ cultural and landscape. 
While one can understand Ibrahim 
seeking “another country”  I am 
unconvinced that a similar quest 
by Julie should be satisfied by living 
in poverty .  It smacks of spiritual 
redemption of the most cliched 
variety.

So it seems both characters are in 
the process of remaking themselves 
(in each others image?), both are 
unhappy with their birthplace. The 
title of the novel is ambiguous- who 
picks up whom, who is taking 
advantage of whom?

Gordimer’s style might 
be described as ironic but not 
unsympathetic detachment,  but this 
is not as evident in the second half of 
the book as it is in the first . This, I 
think, makes the desert section of the 
novel less convincing. Nevertheless, 
this book is worth reading for the 
portrait of  “illegal aliens” or would-
be migrants; the tribulations and 
frustrations they endure.

Gordimer gives us a convincing 
picture of what it is like to move to 
another country, another culture and 
language, with strange customs and 
expectations. However, The Pickup 
never quite gells. If its grasping after 
otherness, after the ineffable, finally 
defeats it, it remains an important 
novel - one that most writers would 
not have been embarrassed to have 
produced. n
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GOOD TORTURE 
vs BAD TORTURE

Unspeakable acts, ordinary people: 
the dynamics of torture
John Conroy
(Vision paperbacks, 2001. $29.95)

“There is little danger that the 
Western democracies will lose their 
way if they choose to inflict pain as 
one way of preserving order. Paralysis 
in the face of evil is the greater 
danger. Someday soon a terrorist 
will threaten tens of thousands of 
lives, and torture will be the only way 
to save them. We had better start 
thinking about this”

No this is not a quote from 
George W. Bush or Rumsfeld , they 
are the concluding  remarks from an 
article in Newsweek (June 7, 1982) by 
a professor of philosophy (albeit at a 
Community College), Michael Levin, 
arguing that torture in the hands of 
liberal Western democracies can be a 
good thing.

I wonder if John Conroy was 
aware of this article when he wrote 
the book under review- I suspect not.  
I’m sure he, and anyone reading this 
book, would not have been swayed by 
the argument.

Conroy looks briefly at the 
history and methods of torture - up 
until the Enlightenment, the West had 
a long and extensive use of torture 
in the pursuit of “justice”. He then 
examines 3 recent episodes. They 
are not from Asia, Latin America or 
Africa as might be expect but from 
3 “liberal Western democracies” 
- United Kingdom, Israel and United 
States. Tellingly, these human rights 
violations were carried out by in 2 
occupying armies (Israel and U.K.), 
and  in the 3rd case by a White 
police department on Black suspects 
(U.S.A.). The occasions were:
• Belfast, 1971, where suspected IRA 

“sympathisers” were rounded up, 
and without being charged, were 
subject to strong and prolonged 
physical and psychological torment. 
None of the “suspects” was ever 
charged with terrorism. Conroy 
suggests that the exercise was partly 
to refine the torment techniques.

• The West Bank, 1988,  where  
Palestinians were randomly rounded 
up at night  from their villages, taken 
into the desert and beaten and 
in many cases their arms and legs 
were broken. This with the, at least 
tacit, approval of the then Defence 
Minister Yithak Rabin who wanted 
the Intafada suppressed with “force, 
might and beatings”

• Chicago, 1982., where  White police 
carried out electrical and other 
types of torture on Black suspects 

Clearly and plainly Conroy 
describes the torture methods, the 
physical and psychological sequelae 
of each of the tortures, the torture 
survivors’ attempts to gain justice or 
at least bring the torture to public 
notice, the governmental denials and 
subsequent denouncing of survivors as 
thugs, murderers, terrorists, etc. 

Justice is achieved only in the 
Israeli case, and then only in part.  
Middle ranking officers, and ironically 
those that had qualms about what 
they were doing,  were charged and 
convicted. Israel has a law that states if 
you are ordered to carry out actions 
that are a violation of human rights, 
then you must disobey that order. Tell 
that to an 18 year old conscript in a 
semi-war situation!

In the Chicago case the attempt 
to prosecute the main offender 
resulted in a closing of ranks of police 
and politicians - no convictions were 
made.  The only charges arising from 
the Northern Ireland episode were 

unsuccessfully bought against  the 
British government in the European 
Court. They were accused of torture 
and human rights violations.

Conroy doesn’t limit himself 
to documenting the tortures, their 
effects on the survivors, and official 
denials; he also looks at the long-
term psychosocial consequence 
for not only the survivors but also 
the perpetrators. The torturers 
he interviews are, as we have seen 
in various documentaries, either 
untroubled by what they have done, 
or have come to the sudden realisation 
of what they were doing and simply 
walked away. Most of the survivors at 
some stage during the torture thought 
“...how can anyone do this to another 
human being?”; happily a percentage 
of torturers, when they have allowed 
themselves to see the tortured as 
human have had the same thought and 
given up the torture.

Perhaps the least convincing 
chapter in this book is the one 
attempting to explain why/how 
people can torture others. He 
Conroy quotes the over extrapolated 
experiments of Milgram on obedience 
and harming others, as well as the 
writings of Mika Haritos-Fatouros on 
torturers under the Greek junta in the 
1960s and 70s. Neither sets of writing 
explain, to my satisfaction, how men 
(and women) can torture others.

We are left still wondering how 
much of people’s ability to torture 
is in the training they receive,  and 
how much is personality-based. The 
suggestion that torturers can do what 
they do because they see the tortured 
as “The Other”  is touched on a 
number of times but not explored in 
detail. 

However, this is an important 
book in that it alerts the general 
public to the gross human rights 
violations that are being carried out 
by our governments in the name 
of our freedom. It is an excellent 
introduction to all aspects of torture 
- its history, methodology, purpose, 
and consequences, both personal 
and societal. It will, and should, make 
you very angry. The book has  been 
widely available in Australia. Or you 
might look for it at your local public 
library. If they don’t hold it you can 
request they acquire a copy. n




