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Welcome to the 17th Edition of Refugee Transitions.
For logistical reasons we have decided to have
Transitions located within STARTTS once again,
although we will continue to strive to address issues
of national relevance and to portray the work of
Australian torture and trauma services through
our pages. This will enable Refugee Transitions to
continue to do what it does best without straining
the Forum of Australian Services for Survivors of
Torture and Trauma (FASSTT) scarce resources.
And while on the subject of FASSTT, it is opportune
to say a few words about our third national conference in Sydney, well, close to, rather, on the beautiful
Stanwell Tops. The FASSTT national conferences
provide an opportunity for staff and close affiliates of torture and trauma services in Australia and
New Zealand to get together and work on issues of
national and international importance. The three
goals for the last meeting, that straddled November
and December, was to progress the development of
national standards, to encourage interstate collaboration by enabling staff working on similar areas
in different states to meet and exchange ideas and
information, and to provide an opportunity for
staff from different states to discuss topical issues
in round table discussions.
Echoing the comments of our friends from other
states and New Zealand, I can only say that the
last conference was a resounding success from
all these perspectives, and also succeeded in
providing a fun and exciting atmosphere that
contributed all the more to the spirit of the conference and its overall success. Like all successful
meetings, however, it also prepared the ground
for a lot more work! The conference enabled us
to complete a major step in the development of
National Standards, which now need to begin to
be implemented across our services.
Another major milestone for STARTTS also took
place at the end of last year, when the NSW Minister
for Health, the Hon John Hatzistergos officially
opened STARTTS new facilities in Carramar, which
considerably extend both the available area and
the functionality of our premises in Carramar. The
launch was very well attended by state and federal
members of parliament, clients and ex-clients,
colleagues and friends of STARTTS in general,
who filled our new premises to full capacity.

Yet another success of the second half of 2005 was
the very successful implementation of STARTTS
Clinical Master Class evenings. Last year we
covered topics such as the implications of truth and
reconciliation processes for the healing journey
of survivors, the implementation of STARTTS
neurotherapy program, an initiative that places at
the cutting edge of the development of innovative programs to address the sequelae of trauma,
and the dynamics of conducting psychotherapy
with interpreters. This year we covered the utilization of somatic therapies in assisting torture
ands trauma survivors, covered in this issue by an
article by Daniela Aroche, and very recently, the
impact of detention on the health and settlement
of refugees.
This issue of RT is particularly impressive in terms
of the wealth of contributions from the field and the
array of topics it covers, and I am sure that like its
predecessors, it will provide much food for thought
on a range of human rights and related issues.
Our forgotten conflicts section, by Olga Yoldi,
tackles the intricacy of Liberia’s modern history
and its long and shaky journey towards democratic
rule after years of oppression and horrific human
rights violations.
Other articles in this issue take us from an special
contribution by Antonio Castillo in the form of an
opinion piece on the new Latin American scenario
as it unfolds in the second part of this decade to an
interview with Dr Barbara Harell-Bond, a respected
veteran in the refugee field and noted academic
and author. A review of research on child soldiering by Renae Willsmore sheds some poignant
insights into the psychosocial impact of soldiering
on young people, while a contribution by our West
Australian colleague, Monica La Ferrara shares
some insights about group work with our clients…
and there are many more articles, which I am sure
you will find both interesting and informative.
Until our Spring issue then
All the best

Jorge Aroche
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The trial of once
Africa’s most notorious
warlord and former
head of state, Charles
Taylor, will resonate
on a continent where
dictators continue
to rule with impunity.
OLGA YOLDI writes.

I

n many parts of Africa, despots with blood on
their hands do not usually find themselves
facing an international court of law. However
such is the case for former Liberian president Charles
Taylor, who was captured at the Nigerian-Cameroon
border last March, while trying to flee Nigeria where
he had lived in exile.
He is being tried by a UN-backed court, for
crimes committed during the Sierra Leone conflict.
Taylor has pled not guilty to 11 counts of war crimes
and crimes against humanity -charges that only
scratch the surface of the atrocities he engineered.
Taylor’s crimes include the inciting of wars in four
neighbouring West African countries, the enslavement, systematic rape and dismemberment of
thousands of civilians, collaboration with Al Qaeda,
and the use of drugged children as foot soldiers and
cannon fodder.
In his first court appearance, Taylor went on the
attack saying he did not recognise the court’s jurisdiction, claiming that the entire procedure was an
attempt to divide and rule the people of Liberia and
Sierra Leone.
For years Nigeria resisted handing Taylor over
to the special court, saying it only would give him to
an elected Liberian government. When the newly
elected democratic president, Ellen Johnson Sirleaf,
took office this year, she made a request for Taylor to
be tried by the special court. He is the first African
former head of state to face such charges.

Photo by Carolyn Cole. Bullet casings carpet the street 06 August 2003 in Monrovia near the new bridge,
one of the two areas where the heaviest fighting between rebel and government soldiers occured
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The court’s chief prosecutor Desmond de
Silva said: “A precedent has been set. Those who
commit atrocities and violate international law
will be held accountable. No matter how rich
and powerful or feared people may be, no one
is above the law.”
Taylor is an Americo Liberian, a descendant from freed slaves who founded Liberia in
1847. They are a small minority that has historically dominated the intellectual and ruling
class in the country.
Liberia was not colonised by Europeans.
It was conceived by the American Colonisation
Society, an organization of white clergymen,
freed slaves and abolitionists, set up in 1822 to
establish a mechanism for ridding the United
States of slaves. The society believed that the
immigration of blacks to Africa was the answer
to the problem of slavery, as well as to what it
felt was “the incompatibility of the races”. Many
of the returned slaves were missionaries, some
were entrepreneurs and others were seeking a
better life.
Liberia was proclaimed Africa’s first
independent republic in 1847. Its government was modelled after that of the US. The
new ruling class of settlers took control of the
coastal areas ignoring the indigenous tribes
in the interior. Their motto was “The love of
liberty brought us here”. But the years of settler
rule were characterised by exploitation of the
majority indigenous people.
A pattern of oppression and mismanagement started with William Tubman, who ruled
the country from 1944 to 1971. He rarely
ventured inland, did little for the indigenous
Liberians, and established an extensive secret
police network. “He laid the foundations for
what was to become an autocracy rooted in
weak institutions and contempt for the rule
of law,” journalist Bill Berkeley wrote in the
Atlantic Monthly.
During Tubman’s tenure Liberia became
the main US ally in Black Africa. The US built
the Voice of America relay station in Liberia,
for broadcasts throughout sub-Saharan Africa,
and the Omega navigation tower, for directing
shipping up and down the Atlantic coast.
Liberia became the main transfer point for
intelligence gathered in Africa during the cold
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war, US military planes were granted landing
and refuelling rights at Liberia’s Robertsfield
airport, built by the US.
Liberia’s economy became linked to
US interests. America’s Firestone Tyre was
the largest single employer for much of the
century and the US Rubber Company operated
the world’s largest rubber plantation. Both
developed links with the main political institution, the True Whig Party. By 1950, Firestone
was responsible for a quarter of Liberia’s tax
revenue.
Tubman’s successor William Tolbert
followed the same policy but was described as
being less savvy than Tubman. In 1979 he raised
the price of rice, the Liberian staple food.
Discontent was growing among indigenous
Liberians. Demonstrators took to the streets.
Tolbert ordered the police to open fire. More
than forty people were killed.

The struggle for power
The agent of change was the army. In 1980
Samuel Doe, an unknown, semi-literate 28year-old sergeant and his collaborators entered
Liberia’s executive mansion, killed Tolbert and
disembowelled him. Doe took over the government.
Since none of the coup members had
much administrative experience outside the
lower ranks of the army, they co-opted former
members of the Americo-Liberian elite.
Doe, a member of the Krahn tribe,
called himself the liberator of the indigenous
people. He promised equitable distribution of
wealth, an end to the oppressive domination
of the Americo-Liberian elite, and the return
to civilian rule. But his promises were not
kept and he soon became a greedy and brutal
tyrant, contributing little to the advancement
of Liberia.
In 1985 Doe stole the election. A month
later a coup attempt was suppressed with
ruthless violence by the army. “Doe’s signature
of innovation was to the armed forces of Liberia,
stacking the officer corps and key units with
Krahn,” writes Berkeley. “During his regime
Krahn soldiers responded to repeated protests,
plots and failed coups by murdering, raping
and pillaging on a huge scale. After a failed

coup, Krahn soldiers rounded up hundreds of
Gios and Manos presumed to have supported
the coup attempt.”
The Reagan administration in the US not
only turned a blind eye to the atrocities, but
contributed half a million dollars in economic
and military aid to Doe’s regime. Yet even those
who had predicted all-out civil war could hardly
have imagined the depths to which Liberia
would finally descend in 1990.

War and barbarism
Charles Taylor had been a vocal student
leader in the 1970s and an opponent of the
Tolbert regime. In 1980 he had just returned
from the US, where he had studied economics,
and began working for Doe as head of the
government’s purchasing agency, a position
that controlled much of Liberia’s budget. But
he fled the country in 1983, after he was charged
with embezzlement, and was jailed in Massachusetts while awaiting extradition. He was
accused of stealing US$900,000, by negotiating
bogus contracts with his own front company in
New Jersey. He escaped by sawing through the
bars of his prison cell. Just who actually helped
Taylor escape from prison and from the US, is
something of a mystery.
He reappeared transformed into a guerrilla
leader in Ivory Coast in 1989, after having been
trained at a camp in Libya.
It was in Ivory Coast that Taylor assembled
a group of 150 fighters, some he had met in
Libya, others were disaffected Liberians. With
money and arms from Libya and the political
and financial backing of Burkina Faso and
Ivory Coast, he crossed the border into Liberia
in December 1989. Calling for a bloody revolution against neo-colonialism, Taylor and his
guerrilla army, the National Patriotic Front of
Liberia (NPFL) launched a war against Doe’s
despotic regime.
Since everyone wanted to get rid of Doe,
Taylor’s war was initially very popular, particularly among Gio and Mano exiles who volunteered to join him to fight against Doe’s Krahn
army. Taylor recalled “we didn’t even have to
act”. People came to us and said. “Give me a
gun. How can I kill the man who killed my
mother?” Doe responded with a counter-insur-

gency force, attacking and murdering Gio
and Mano tribes in Nimba County. Taylor also
turned to child soldiers whom he “socialised”
into a new tribe with himself as chief.
“Within months Taylor’s small guerrilla
army had snowballed into a marauding force
of thousands, mostly illiterate, barely trained,
but heavily armed, seeking liberty, vengeance
and booty,” Berkeley wrote. Not only the Krahn
suffered, but also anyone suspected of having
collaborated with Doe.
From 1989 to 1996, Taylor wrecked havoc
in West Africa. In an orgy of looting, killing
and destruction, Taylor’s NPFL toppled Doe’s
government, 200,000 people lost their lives, and
more than a million Liberians were displaced.
Gradually much of the country was bombed,
burned and looted into ruins.
Soon Taylor and his NPFL controlled most
of the country, except for the capital, Monrovia,
which was controlled by an interim government,
backed by the Economic Community of West
African States Monitoring Group (ECOMOG),
installed by Liberia’s West African neighbours
to restore order, but the civil war raged on for

Liberia under Charles Taylor was
essentially a functioning criminal
enterprise
years. Clashes between NPFL and ECOMOG
troops and a rival militia known as ULIMO,
continued unabated.
In 1991, the battle for Monrovia degenerated into slaughter. Water stopped running,
electricity was cut off and food ran out. “NPFL
rebels, high on marijuana and disguised in
dresses and women’s wigs, looted from the
stores,” journalist Lee Anderson wrote. “We
fight to loot” was their motto and they shot
people indiscriminately. People fought on
many sides of the conflict for whoever could
pay them, often turning on their previous allies.
Peace agreements and ceasefires came and went.
It looked as if the conflict was unresolvable.
Human-rights abuses were perpetrated
by all sides. Systematic rape, arbitrary arrests,
killings, disappearances and other abuses were
widespread.
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Check points, often manned by child
soldiers, were the source of thousands of
harrowing experiences and became for many
Liberians a traumatic memory of the war. A
journalist from the New Democrat Review wrote:
“Those who had encounters with check points
cannot forget the menace, the lingering
thought of brutal death. At check points, loved
ones were shot or maimed for life. There, one
may live, depending on your tribe, religion or
politics, or even your looks. If you were unlucky
to meet an old rival in command death was
imminent. There anything could happen. You
could be shot because of a gold ring or a pair of
shoes that the person ‘in power’ wanted.”
By April 1996, factional fighting by the
country’s warlords had destroyed any sense
of normalcy and civil society. In 1997, the
Economic Community of West African States,
(ECOWAS) attempted to restore order, disarm
militias and arrange elections.
When Taylor won the elections Liberians
expected peace. He had people so terrified
they had voted for him. A memorable slogan
during that election campaign was: “he killed
my ma, he killed my pa, but I will vote for him
anyway.”
But Taylor’s years as president continued
to be marked by violence. The pattern of pillage
and plunder continued. He became a rich man
while Liberia became poorer. Unemployment
and illiteracy stood above 75 per cent and little
investment was made in the country’s infrastructure.
“Taylor, who wanted no competition,
surrounded himself with weak administrators,”
journalist Rene Wadlow wrote. And since he
shared no money or power with other factions,
insurgencies based on tribal loyalty soon broke
out. Clashes between the Liberian armed
forces and the Liberians United for Reconciliation and Democracy (LURD) became more
and more frequent. Soon LURD controlled
much of the country and precipitated Taylor’s
fall from power. In 2003, under international
pressure to quit and surrounded by rebel forces,
he stepped down. A peace agreement ended
14 years of civil war. A transitional government
assumed control under Gyude Bryant, who
steered the country towards elections in 2005.
Taylor left for a comfortable exile in

Nigeria. But, according to the New York Times,
he left Liberia the world’s poorest nation.

A story of terror and greed
“Like Menes Zenawi of Ethiopia,
Mouseveni of Uganda, Taylor belongs to a
new breed of freedom fighters who did not
do any better than their predecessors,” writes
Aie Zi Guo, an African political commentator, based in Canada. “They replaced nation-

Charles Taylor was able to exploit
the enormous cracks in the global
system that should control weapons
shipments
alism with ethnicism. Religious tolerance was
replaced with sectarian violence. Human rights
were grossly violated. Poverty, disease, malnutrition and illiteracy became the sole identity
of Africa. Africa’s resources were squandered
in unimaginable proportions. Gun culture
ruled over reason and logic. Once again Africa
and Africans were colonised. This time not
by foreign invaders but by indigenous elite
guerrilla leaders who usurped power all in the
name of democracy.”
The current head of state in Liberia, Ellen
Johnson Sirleaf supported Taylor when he first
planned to oust Doe but backed away when
Taylor began killing. “It was clear that Taylor’s
aim was to put himself in power, not challenge
the status quo,” she said. Sirleaf, defined the
principle features of Taylor’s leadership to be
“corruption, misappropriation, ostentation,
oversized security and self aggrandisement”.
She believed Taylor wanted to rape the state.
Taylor did rape the state. “Liberia under
Charles Taylor was essentially a functioning
criminal enterprise,” writes journalist Douglas
Farah, a former West African bureau chief for
the Washington Post. A US diplomat told the
New Yorker magazine that Taylor had his own
dual fiscal system the official one and a private
system based on profits from illegal extraction
of timber, gold and diamonds.
According to a recent report of the Inter-

Charles Taylor during his days of glory.
Photo supplied by AAP.
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national Coalition of Justice (ICJ), $685 million
passed through Taylor’s hands during his six
and a half years in office. Most of his wealth
was used to sponsor his wars. By importing
an abundant flow of weapons from a wide
array of international dealers, he supported
conflicts that eventually spread to four other
West African countries: Ivory Coast, Guinea,
Sierra Leone and Burkina Faso. Taylor made
it a priority to control the lucrative alluvial
diamond fields of Sierra Leone.
In 1999, he faced broad international
condemnation for supporting the Revolutionary United Front (RUF) in Sierra Leone, a
rebel group and proxy army whose capacity was
strengthened by Taylor. The rebels launched
“Operation No Living Thing” a rampage that
left a trail of death and destruction across much
of Sierra Leone.
The RUF gained international notoriety
for those crimes, as well as for their signature
atrocity of hacking off the arms, legs and
ears of civilians. The RUF gained control of

“Traditional racism has played a
huge role in shaping African history,”
Douglas Farah
the Kono Diamond fields, the richest in the
country. According to the ICJ report, Taylor
managed to control their illegal diamond
trade, keeping as much as ninety per cent of
the profit.
Taylor’s main revenue source apart from
diamonds was timber. “He allowed a growing
array of predatory loggers access to Liberia’s
forests, allowing the clear cutting of parts of
West Africa’s few significant forest reserves,”
the report says.
Taylor hosted a variety of international
criminal syndicates and terrorist organizations, ranging from Israeli, Lebanese, Russian
and Ukrainian organised crime groups, to Al
Qaeda and Hezbollah. According to Farah,
Al Qaeda had a permanent team in Liberia
since 2000. These groups, as well as other
businesses seeking to enter the diamond and
timber business, were obliged to pay Taylor
directly in cash.
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But he did not stop there. He also
generated annual extra budgetary income in
advance tax schemes on the state monopolies
for importating of petroleum products and
other commodities.
Weapons were one of Taylor’s largest
expenditures. “Arms were not only used to
support proxy armies in Sierra Leone, Guinea
and Ivory Coast, but also to keep other militias
in check, terrorise his political opponents and,
towards the end of his presidency, he paid for
mercenary forces to fight rebels seeking to
ouster him,” the report says.
A UN Security Council resolution imposed
a general and complete embargo on all deliveries of weapons and military equipment
to Liberia. However Taylor maintained
unimpeded access to international markets
throughout his presidency.
Attempts to reduce weapons were futile. In
order to ensure the unrestricted flow of arms to
West Africa, Taylor paid higher prices to those
willing to break international sanctions.
“Charles Taylor was able to exploit the
enormous cracks in the global system that
should control weapons shipments. He was an
astute businessman, a shrewd warmaker and a
savvy politician,” the report says. “The scope of
his byzantine business arrangements combined
with his capacity to work global networks
allowed him to evade scrutiny and punishment
for years.”
The good news is that he has not escaped
justice. The grotesque nature of the wars he
financed for 14 years, the unspeakable acts
of violence he encouraged and rewarded,
the profound suffering that he inflicted on
thousands of Liberians and Sierra Leoneans the cripples, the homeless, the amputees, the
disfigured, the orphans, the widowed, the
injured and the dead are all documented and
will be used as evidence. Soldiers and peacekeepers gave their lives to contain him.

Quest for justice
The legacy of colonialism and the cold
war have been blamed for the perpetuation
of despotic rule in Africa. During the cold
war, these dictators were US allies against the
allies of Soviet and Libyan backed regimes.

Independence for most of the nations came
more than 50 years ago and the cold war is
history. Nevertheless the regimes have survived
until now because of their sheer ruthlessness.
Hopefully Taylor’s trial will cause some
discomfort to those African dictators who have
slaughtered their citizens with impunity: from
Idi Amin, whose murderous rule in Uganda
gave way to a comfortable exile in Saudi Arabia,
and Haile Megistu, whose communist rule in
Ethiopia killed more than one million people
and who is now enjoying a comfortable life in
Zimbabwe to Chad’s Hissein Habre, who is also
enjoying a comfortable existence in Senegal.
Hopefully the trial will be a wake-up call to
rouge leaders who still maintain their grip on
power to the detriment of their own nations:
Omar Bongo of Gabon who has been in power
since the 1970s, Teodoro Obiang Nguema of
Equatorial Guinea who has pillaged his country
since 1979 and Paul Biya who has been ruling
Cameroon for 24 years. Chad’s dictator Idriss
Deby, Robert Mugabe from Zimbabwe and
others who have been unchecked for decades.
Despite the suffering they inflict and the threat
to progress they represent, they have escaped
international attention and condemnation.
Why is it that the deplorable abuses in
Africa are all but ignored by the international
community? According to Farah it is because of
historic racism and a belief that the West has no
strategic interests there. “Traditional racism has
played a huge role in shaping African history,”
he says. “However I think that is combined with
indifference to the outside world. Also in the
isolationism of this era, Africa is always at the
bottom of everyone’s list … the Bush administration’s embrace of a moral imperative to
bring democracy to the world does not include
them.” Farah argues that these despots continue
to be not only a danger to the countries they
control, but to the stability of the region as a
whole. The question is whether the world cares
enough to help end the misery.
The world did care enough to bring Taylor
to trial. Publicity about his atrocities did play a
role, but it was his terrorist ties that made him a
big enough risk to bring him to justice. “Taylor
fell where others have not because he picked
a fight with the international community. And
still it took years to bring him to justice, as

he benefited from the indifference of world
leaders obsessed with other threats,” Farah
writes.
The persistent work of the UN-backed
special court for Sierra Leone and many other
human-rights groups, which lobbied governments incessantly, also contributed to his indictment and arrest.
There is a fear however that the trial may
disturb Liberia’s fragile peace since Taylor still
has many followers and powerful friends in
the new government. The new president Ellen
Johnson Sirleaf has recommended Taylor be
tried in a European court.
While some argue that the transfer
would prevent conflict, others believe that it
would rob Africans of the experience of seeing

Why is it that deplorable abuses in
Africa are all but ignored by the
international community?
real justice being administered to their most
powerful tormentor.
“Such transfer would defeat a principal
purpose behind the establishment of the
special court in Sierra Leone namely, to teach
Africans, firsthand and in their own countries,
the fundamentals of justice and to drive home
the democratic principle that no one is above
the law,” former US Ambassador to Liberia,
John E Leigh, said. “The special court has the
potential to help raise West Africa’s standards
for accountability, transparency, fairness and
the humane treatment of defendants. In
countries where might makes right, demonstrating the proper administration of justice
can be an unbeatable nation-building tool”.
No final decisions have been made as yet.
Wherever it takes place, the trial will contribute to restoring confidence in the state, end
the culture of impunity and it may mark
a new era, in which disputes are resolved
peacefully by judges rather than armies. But
most importantly, it will provide an opportunity for both Sierra Leone and Liberia to
examine the past and move forward towards a
more viable future.
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A wander around the
new Latin American
Scenario

T

he Zócalo, the historic
heart of Mexico City, is
not only a cement esplanade surrounded by the imposing catholic cathedral, the presidential palace and the excavated
site of the Templo Mayor, the old
temple of the Aztec Tenochtitlán;
but it is also an open-air stage
where the drama of Mexico is
played out daily. Five hundred
years of history surrounds this
plaza. And while you wander the
Zócalo, you are also wandering
through the present-day life of
Mexico.
At one end of the Zócalo,
a short step from the presidential palace – the interior walls
of which contain the magnificent murals of Diego Rivera - a
group of supporters of the rebel
Zapatistas stage an act of remembrance for the late comandante
Ramona, the most prominent woman in the Zapatista
National Liberation Army, who
passed away last year. Opposite,
a group of human- rights activists rally against the decision of
the United States to criminalise
illegal immigrants, and against
the bizarre initiative to build
a wall to stop Mexicans crossing the border into the United
States. Next to the cathedral,
a group of indigenous people
– perhaps descendents of the
mighty Aztecs - perform a smoke
ritual, which seems to be more
for tourist consumption than

By ANTONIO CASTILLO
a genuine expression of indigenous spirituality. But again you
can be too critical, the indigenous people are the poorest of
the poor in Mexico and tourist
pennies count. The rally against
President Vicente Fox is a semipermanent feature in the Zócalo,
day in and day out.
The historic centre is a good
place to explore the Mexican
troubles. And there is nothing
more troubling than the figure of
President Vicente Fox. He came
to power with many expectations
and hopes. Fox and his Partido de
Acción National (National Action
Party or PAN) came to power in
2000 putting an end to the 71
years of uninterrupted rule of
the corrupt Partido Revolucionario Institucional (PRI). The
election of Fox was seen then as a
new dawn for this country. It was
regarded as the start of a political transition to democracy, and
as a promise of resolving the vast
social, economic and political
problems of Mexico. Sadly little
has changed. Mexico continues
to stagnate and the best reflection
of this is its long-term economic
growth that at best can be considered modest when compared,
for example, to East Asia and the
Pacific. Poor economic growth
means an inability to resolve the
problem of poverty.
With elections scheduled
for July 2, the hopes of Mexicans

could soon be in the hands of
Andres Manuel López Obrador
and his Partido de la Revolución Democrática (Party of the
Democratic Revolution, or PRD).
López Obrador fits nicely into
the Latin American model of
the populist left-wing political
leader. While mayor of Mexico
City, he gained notoriety for his
major handouts and well-advertised public projects, especially in
the most impoverished sectors of
this vast city. The two other candidates Roberto Madrazo (PRI) and
Felipe Calderón (PAN) are said
not to stand a chance.
Mexico is the tenth largest
economy in the world and the
largest in Latin America. Hence,
it’s not surprising that the election
is being closely watched by the
rest of the region, and also by the
United States. If López Obrador
wins, the “backyard of the United
States” - as Latin American is
pejoratively described – will be
largely ruled by left-wing leaders.
From Mexico in the north to
Chile in the south.

A new wave of
socialists?
The flight from Mexico City
to Santiago, the Chilean capital,
takes about nine hours. The
smartly-dressed young Chilean
businessman sitting next to me
spent a big deal of that time updating me on what he describes as the
Chilean economic miracle. He is

Photos by Antonio Castillo
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proud of Chile’s economic success
and bets his country will become
a developed nation in the next
five years. Is he worried that the
socialist, Michelle Bachelet – the
first Chilean woman to become
president – was elected? Para
nada (not at all) he says. He did
not vote for her. But he is certain
that Bachelet will maintain the
“rules of the game.” He refers to
the free-market economic model.
Bachelet has joined a long
list of leaders traditionally associated with the Latin American
left. Néstor Kirchner in Argentina; Tabare Vázques in Uruguay;
Luiz Inacio “Lula” da Silva in
Brazil; Alejandro Toledo in Peru;
Evo Morales in Bolivia; Michelle
Bachelet in Chile and Hugo
Chavez in Venezuela. And then,
there is the likelihood that the leftwing former army officer Ollanta
Umala, the frontrunner in Peru’s
last April 9 national election, will
win the run-offs; while in Mexico,
left-wing
indigenous
activist
López Obrador is tipped to win
the election.
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With these electoral victories,
the initial reaction was to think
that Latin America was again flirting with socialist experiments.
This is plainly wrong. The leftist
leaders who now rule in the region
have little resemblance to the leftwing politicians of the 1960s and
1970s. Socialism in Latin America
is becoming a term rather than an
ideology and it has been painted
with different colours. Not one of
them has promised to implement
an economic collectivised system
and Marx has not been mentioned
at all. It is true that some of them,
such as Lula and Morales have
been frequently photographed
with Cuba’s Fidel Castro, but this
is more for show than an alignment with La Habana.
Jorge Peña, a Chilean political scientist, said these governments are led by “pragmatic
leftists leaning to the centre.”
According to him, all of them
– and perhaps Chavez is the only
exception – cling to their own
taste of free-market policies with
socially oriented reforms. This

is an approach that has even
achieved favourable views from
the influential intellectual class.
Carlos Fuentes, the celebrated
writer and a long-standing leftwing member of the intelligentsia, has recommended following
the Chilean model – a mix of
free-market economics and fiscal
restraint with programs that point
to a reduction in poverty.
All of these new leaders are
well aware that the reason they
have been elected is largely a rejection of the leaders who adopted
their neoliberal economic models
left in place by military dictatorships that had ruled the region
until the end of the 1980s. The
main factors behind instability
in the region are poverty and
inequality, a result of these neoliberal economic policies. This is
a defining characteristic of the
region.
In spite of some improvements due to favourable conditions for primary products and
raw materials, it is estimated that
40 percent of Latin Americans live
in poverty. Dr. Telly Karl, a political scientist at Stanford University, said that the inattentiveness
to extreme inequality contributed
to the perpetuation of poverty.
She speaks of a vicious cycle in
which poverty and a high level
of inequality hinder economic
growth, and in which growth rates
are consequently too low to solve
the problems of inequality and
poverty.
James Petras, a prominent
American intellectual, is far more
critical of these new leaders and
rejects altogether their left-wing
credentials.
“Politically and
rhetorically they seem to be left
wing. However, economically
and the way they approach social
issues are far closer to the right.”
Sergio Avendaño is a Chilean
left-wing political economist, who
during the 1970s advocated the

establishment of a collectivist
economy. Not any longer. For
him Latin American governments
main challenges are to juggle
sound fiscal policies, which will
please international markets,
and to create social programs
that alleviate poverty. Private
businesses and international
investors remain essential for
economic growth. This was one
of the messages sent by Bolivia’s
Evo Morales to the international
financial community. He spoke of
“economic partners.” This is far
cry from the old leftists who saw
international investors as mere
thieves of national resources.
In Chile, as in the other
countries, the appointment to
financial and economic portfolios of well-known supporters of
the market economy, and also
former officials of some major
international financial institutions, will guarantee the model
won’t change. Andrés Velasco in
Chile is a Harvard economist and
his appointment was applauded
by Wall Street.
In Uruguay, Tabaré Vasquez
– a former left-wing guerrilla
fighter -was appointed to the
Central Bank and the Economy
Minister is Danilo Astori, a hardline neoliberal economist. In
Brazil, the key advisers to Lula are
right-wing bankers and corporate
executives. All of them are linked
to the International Monetary
Fund (IMF). They occupy strategic positions in the finance,
economic, trade and agricultural
ministries.
The role that these economic
advisers are playing is to maintain
the economic orthodoxy and to
follow the guidelines imposed by
the IMF. The payment of foreign
debt has become a priority and
presidents Lula and Kirchner
have become “model debtors.”
Before his election Lula made

a commitment with the IMF to
repay foreign debt. He made
early payments of more than US
$100 billion. He also committed to maintain a budget surplus
of four percent and maintain
macro-economic stability. This has
brought about a stable economy,
but the social programs in health
and education have been reduced
by more than five percent in his
three years as president.
The economic management
of these governments has been
praised by international financial
institutions. The executive director of Comisión Económica para
America Latina (Latin American Economic Commission, or
CEPAL) José Luis Machinea,
during the presentation of the
state of the economies address in
the region in 2005, said without
hesitation that the left-wing
governments in Latin America
don’t present any risk. “They are
not a factor of instability,” he
commented.
The flight from Santiago
to Sydney is around 14 hours. It
is a long flight and a good time
to reflect on this new scenario
for Latin America. The words
of Argentinean writer Mario
Grondona keep on resonating
in my mind. Not long ago, he
sharply described Latin America
as a laboratory of failed economic
experiments. “We tried socialism
and it failed; we tried a neoliberal
model and it also failed,” he said.
One just hopes that this new wave
of leaders will be able to come
up with a successful experiment.
Thousands of Latin-Americans
living in poverty are counting on
it.

Michelle Bachelet (Chile)
Photo courtesy Antonio Castillo

Chavez (Venezuela)
Photo by Alberto Borrego

Dr. Antonio Castillo is a journalist
and a senior lecturer at the
University of Western Sydney

Lula Da Silva (Brazil)
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BARBARA HARELL-BOND
is credited with being one
of the originators of the
field of forced-migration
studies. Since founding the
Refugee Studies Centre at
Oxford University in 1982,
Dr Harell-Bond has been
working ceaselessly in
advocating the rights and
needs of refugees and
forced migrants, including
helping to establish legal
aid programs for refugees
in Cairo. Her book Imposing
Aid broke new ground by
providing critical analysis
of the system of refugee
aid. Her most recent coauthored book Rights in Exile
has just been published.
She spoke to OLGA YOLDI.

Sudanese demonstrators in Cairo. Photos courtesy Barbara Harell-Bond
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Life in
Refugee
Camps
R

efugee camps are
not a recent phenomenon, but have been
growing in number and size.
How many camps exist
today?
Refugee camps started all over
Europe after World War II. They were
located in schools, empty buildings
and army barracks. They were temporary, for a residual group of people
who had not resettled. Since then the
situation has changed dramatically.
Today refugee camps come in many
shapes and forms. Many refugees
now living in camps have lived there
for a long time and cannot go home.
The United Nations Higher Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) is
in charge of camps. Their funding
condition is to put people in camps.
Some camps are built in the most
inhospitable, isolated and barren
areas. They are supported by international aid, which is undependable,
erratic and inadequate. Once camps
are set up, governments tend to
disengage from the lives of refugees,
and the responsibility is shifted to the
UNHCR.
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I don’t have the figures
now, but there are many camps.
There used to be three main
camps in Zambia for instance,
but now there are many more
because of the Congolese. There
are dozens of camps in a place
like Uganda. Kakuma in Kenya
has just expanded. All refugee
camps are getting very big. When
I did my research for Imposing
Aid, I examined an emergency
program that was being created
that included a refugee camp. I
remember at that time the organisers tried to keep the camp size
at 3,000. But now for instance
there are 90,000 refugees living in
Kakuma refugee camp in Kenya
and in the Kahola district there
are 30,000 to 40,000 refugees
per camp.
People are put in little tiny
squares of land to build their
houses and their latrines and
they have no land. They live on
top of each other. Some camps
resemble prisons. At least in
Uganda there was an attempt
to give every family five acres,
to let them live on the land and
be spread around, more like a
village, but this is not the case
elsewhere.
How many refugees
manage to get
resettled?
Less than one per cent of
refugees, a tiny minority, resettle in the West, yet resettlement
comes to dominate the thinking of all refugees. Before, the
UNHCR used to resettle refugees
living in urban areas. Back in the
1980s the resettlement program
was in Khartoum for Ethiopians
and Eritreans, and then it moved
to Kenya. Now resettlement takes
place from lots of places. The
UNHCR insists that refugees stay
in camps. Because the possibility of being resettled drew many
refugees to urban areas, they now
prefer to do the resettlement
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programs from camps, which is
even more ridiculous because
the whole camp gets the mindset
that resettlement is the ultimate
goal to get out of there.
The UNHCR insists on
putting refugees in camps, yet
many refugees self-settle and
live among their hosts. Even in
Thailand, where they haven’t
signed the convention, I remember years ago the government
officials came to see the refugees
and couldn’t find them because
they were self-settled. This is
not the case in most situations,
for instance in Nepal it is more
difficult because there is more
control.
The policy of
encampment denies
refugees the right to
move freely and engage
in productive activities.
Have there been any
recent improvements?
Not really, refugee camps
have a very authoritarian set up
and people get arrested if they
are found four kilometres out
of the camps. Normally refugees
carry no ID card, but a ration
card is assigned to each family.
So if you are a refugee and get
caught outside the camp, you
cannot prove your identity. For
instance, in Uganda people who
tried to leave the camps were
picked up by the military or by
the police. In this case the ration
card serves as ID because it says
you belong in the camp.
Getting out of the camp
involves a long process. You have
to go to the camp leader, who is
probably another refugee, and
then, if he likes you, you might
be able to get a letter from him.
Then you go to the government
official, who may be in the camp,
or whose office may be miles away,
to get another letter to take to the
UNHCR, which then authorises
you to go to the city where you

may find someone to help you.
It is an absolutely authoritarian
structure.
Although camps
can save lives in the
emergency phase,
as years go by they
progressively waste
these same lives. Many
millions of refugees
remain trapped in such
situations. They must be
feeling desperate.
Yes, some people have
lived in camps for decades. This
affects people differently; men
are declassed and unable to fulfil
their role as breadwinners for the
family, so there are huge problems
with substance abuse among men,
and women have nothing useful
to do. People serve their time like
a prison sentence. An enormous
amount of time is spent sleeping
and you know what that means
psychologically. Women have
the duties of getting the water,
finding the firewood. You hear a
lot about rape in the camps and
out of the camps. Unfortunately
camps operate outside the legal
structure. Eighty per cent of
camp dwellers are women and
children, although there are
some men and young people.
Women tend to collect other kids
that have been abandoned as well
as the elderly. They often struggle to find enough food to feed
their families a meal out of their
rations. Food is not always available in camps; weeks have gone by
without food in Southern Sudan.
Malnutrition is a major problem.
Living in camps also poses
problems for the socialisation of
children who are obviously going
through the most crucial phases
of their development. Okay,
they may have primary schools.
The fees may be nothing but the
child has to buy a uniform and
bring a desk and chair to the
school and families can’t afford

these. The only capital coming
to the refugee camp is the food
and selling the food to try to
meet basic necessities is always
a temptation for the refugees.
They sell food to the locals or to
each other. There is always some
type of refugee economy within
the camps. People try to make
things themselves, to sell a few
things and some refugees are
employed for different kinds of
jobs, they don’t receive a salary
but they are paid with incentives so they bring some money
into the camps. I often think
that it would be better to give
refugees some money instead of
food rations. For instance meals
made of corn are very cheap and
they could feed themselves much
better if they received money.
You mentioned that
1,000 refugees and
asylum seekers from
Sudan have been
camping in the open
on a square near the
UNHCR headquarters in
Cairo, protesting about
the treatment they suffer
in Egypt and demanding
resettlement in another
country. How did this
come about?
Yes this is quite a remarkable phenomenon. I have never
seen it in all the years working
with refugees because normally
UNHCR has such demonstrations broken up by the police
immediately. In this case they
haven’t done so. The Egyptians
seem to tolerate it. There must
be around 1,000 people sitting
in Mustafa Mahmoud Square,
waiting day and night. They have
refused to move. They said “we’ll
stay here or we will die here”.
The demonstration began after
the UNHCR stopped aid to those
who had applied and failed to get
refugee status.
Thousands of refugees have

come to Egypt from Sudan, as
well from other parts of Africa.
In Egypt people don’t get
rations, so refugee families face
homelessness, unemployment
and as a result great hardship.
A student organisation is
trying to raise some money, but
we need $100,000 so we can help
those people find flats to live.
Some have given up their flats,
they have packed everything they
owned and have come and sit in
the square because they thought
that by doing so they would get
resettled. Others thought it was
mandatory to go to the park.
They were in fact mobilised by all
kinds of false rumours. Rumours
just fly within a refugee community, and people tend to believe
them. So I fear for the people and
I am very concerned about what
is going to happen to them.
UNHCR does refugee determination, acting as a jury to determine whether asylum seekers are
recognised as refugees or not.
UNHCR has not recognised tens
of thousands of asylum seekers
as refugees, so these people have
closed files, even though they
are still refugees because they
cannot go back to their countries,
so they live in constant terror of
the police. If the police find out
that they don’t have residency
permits or refugee cards they
can get arrested.
Since June last year UNHCR
has been giving yellow cards to all
Sudanese refugees who arrive in
Egypt, which is like prima facie
recognition, however this has
intensified the conflict between
UNHCR and the refugees,
because when many of them
arrive in Cairo, they believe they
will be recognised as refugees by
the UNHCR and resettled in the
West. Refugees arrive with these
kinds of expectations.
We just finished a piece
of research called “People on
the Margins” - we did a study
of closed files to see how these
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refugees were surviving and we
found they are most vulnerable.
In fact the refugees themselves
make that distinction between
people who have been rejected
by the UNHCR and people who
have been accepted, and they
try to help each other. Egypt is
a poor country but it is not as
poor as other countries in Africa,
so people are working in the
hidden economy, and it is difficult for men to find jobs.
The UNHCR is now
talking about conceptual frameworks, different initiatives and
comprehensive plans
to empower refugees.
I notice there is a shift
in their philosophy. How
does this translate into
reality?
Yes it has indeed, but
the problem is that whatever
UNHCR says, its implementation will depend on the representative working in the field.
This person may not follow the
guidelines that are sent out by
the head office. For instance,
now we have a representative
in Egypt who does not believe
in resettlement. I don’t believe
in resettlement either, except
in cases of refugees who are at
risk, but even in those cases it is
difficult. We know that there are
groups of Jinjaweed, attached
to the Sudanese government,
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trying to kill educated Darfurian
refugees living in Egypt. They
have arrived in Cairo with a hit
list. I believe all those people
who are obviously at risk should
be resettled immediately, but to
get the UNHCR to look at such
cases is almost impossible.
Why don’t you believe in
resettlement?
I believe in freedom of
movement around the world.
The reason I said I don’t believe
in resettlement is because it has
such an absolute pernicious
effect upon the majority of
refugees, who will stay behind
and who won’t get resettled.
The system of resettlement is
uneven and unfair. For instance
in countries like Lebanon,
Jordan and Syria, where they
haven’t signed the convention,
the temptation of UNHCR is to
ration refugee status to those
people who can get out. They
don’t have to promise the government that they will get resettled.
Or in Hong Kong, where it is
almost impossible to get refugee
status, because every person
who is given refugee status must
be resettled. We should only be
dealing with refugees who are at
risk, but when you have someone
that is at risk it is almost impossible to get resettlement.
I strained my relationships
with the Canadian government a
few years ago over a Ugandan who
had been taken to Canada to get
an education. He had to go back
to Uganda when he finished his
education, even though he was a
refugee when he left his country,
so he went back and got employment in an aid organisation, and
ended up being captured by the
Loyal Resistance Army (LRA).
Because he was a medical officer,
he said to his captors that he
was going to get the medicines,
so they let him go and a policeman tried to help him across

the border to Kenya. But before
he even got out of Uganda the
newspapers were identifying him
as a collaborator of the LRA and
he and his wife were captured
by the military. She was found
naked in a cell and one military
officer released her, and they
both got out to Kenya.
One day I was in Kakuma
(Kenya). The Kenyan police
captured this Ugandan man
who was wondering around the
camp and was pretending to be
a refugee, but he had bullets
and a gun and he had a list of
people he was going to shoot.
This Ugandan refugee I have
just mentioned, happened to be
on the hit list. Fortunately the
Kenyans arrested him. Shortly
after one night I went to the
Ugandan refugee’s house and
he showed me his wounds. He
had been badly tortured while
imprisoned. It took me three
years to convince the Canadian
government to resettle him. It is
ridiculous because some people
cannot wait. They just need
immediate resettlement.
There are many people who
are very seriously at risk, but
too many people claim to have
security problems and must be
resettled. It is difficult to distinguish between genuine and non
genuine cases.
With 25 million refugees
around the world the
situation is unlikely to
improve in the future.
We live in a messy world,
and the situation is deteriorating, particularly in Africa.
Southern Sudan may become
another Somalia. Uganda is
going through a critical phase.
It is only a few steps away from
violence breaking out.
The more I think about the
refugee issues, the less optimistic I
feel. I think people have lost sight
of the enormity of the problem.

Last September refugees living in Cairo refused to be invisible. They marched around a square
in the business district demanding the international community’s attention. As time went by the
demonstration showed no signs of dispersing. In fact over the next few weeks their numbers grew
larger to the point that many of the protesters slept on the sidewalk. People wondered, who are
these demonstrators?
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They were Southern Sudanese refugees who had escaped Sudan’s endless civil wars. Some lived
in refugee and destitute communities. They were protesting because the United Nations Higher
Commissioner for Refugees had stopped registering asylum seekers. Common experiences of alienation
and discrimination had brought them together and together they felt supported and protected.
Some had been recognised as refugees, others hadn’t. However all were facing the same conditions.
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They wanted to be seen and heard and had their needs addressed.
But their hope for a radical solution disappeared three months later when riot police deployed around
the square had gathered. They wanted the demonstrators to disperse. When they refused to be led
away, police attacked them. Officials say 25 protesters died and 50 more were injured, mostly the
elderly and children.
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Rebuilding Lives
Research conducted on child soldiers has shed some light on the
psychosocial impact of soldiering on the lives of young people.
RENAE WILLSMORE highlights some key points.

I

n the last decade, as small arms have become more available and
endless conflicts have continued to rage across the world, the number
of child soldiers has increased. There are about 300,000 child soldiers
worldwide, including children as young as six or seven.
Mapping the roles of child soldiers is fraught with difficulty due to
the diversity of experiences and understandings of soldiering. Factors
such as age, sex, personality type, personal and family history and cultural
background have a bearing. Psychologist Michael Wessells in his article
Child Soldiering: Entry, Reintegration and breaking Cycles of Violence, he writes
that the severity and chronicity of traumatic events, the amount of time
spent with the armed group, the presence of pre-existing issues and the
availability of emotional support also influence the child soldiers in how
they feel, see themselves and perceive the world around them.
Obviously there is great disparity in young people’s experiences of
soldiering because these experiences are impacted by children’s perceptions of their own motives, choices and identity. Psychologists Wessells
and Kathleen Kostelny write in their article Youth Soldiering: an Integrated
Framework for Understanding Psychosocial Impact that differences exist in
children’s roles, in how they enter the military and in their experiences
following demobilisation.
However, despite the diversity there are some common experiences Wessells and Kostelny write in that: “most youth soldiers experience attack, witness killings, see dead bodies and fear for their lives …
many report they have fired their weapons at other people in battle, and
many can recall having killed someone.”
Clearly, violence is an inherent part of child soldiering.
Educator Graca Machel adds that child soldiers are usually forced
to grow up away from their families and have been deprived of
many opportunities for physical, emotional and intellectual development. These experiences impact on young people’s physical,
emotional, cognitive, social and spiritual well-being. Wessells and
Kostelny write that the physical health of child soldiers is often
threatened by death, wounding, landmines and sexually transmitted diseases, which impacts on their psychosocial health.

Psychosocial Impacts of Child Soldiering
Wessells and Kostelny have written about the culture of
violence - the way children are often exposed to violence and
killing and gradually dehumanised. Neil Boothby et al in their
article: Mozambican Child Soldier Life Outcome Study write: “Child
soldiers are forced to take small steps along a continuum
of violence, which can normalise
violence and reduce their
emotional and moral responses
to killing. Tasks such as taking
the gun apart and putting it
back together, shooting rifles
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Left - Gun culture: Somali street kids control the streets of Mogadishu
in the service of war lords. Photography by Robert Semeniuk
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A Karen boy-soldier in a trench at Pagoda Hill, Myanmar.
Photography by Robert Semeniuk
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next to their ears to get used to the sound, killing
cows- cumulated in requests to kill unarmed human
beings.”
Adopting a military identity can have an impact
on young people’s psychosocial state, write Wessells
and Kostelny. Boothby et al indicate that, “These
identity shifts change values, increase aggressive behaviour and may position young people
to continue cycles of violence … Armed groups
use training regimes, prolonged brutality, reward
structures and propaganda that are calculated to
remake youth as soldiers. Young people who adopt
a military identity are more likely to be aggressive
and use violence as a means of meeting basic needs
and achieving a sense of personal power, even
after demobilization …” In her review Under the
Gun: Children and Small Arms, Rachel Stohl concurs
that when children have no experience with, or
exposure to, non-violent conflict resolution, small
arms become the tools for conflict resolution. A
longitudinal research project with child soldiers in
Mozambique conducted by Boothby et al, found
that intrusive thoughts and memories of traumatic
events were common 16 years after participation in
armed conflict.
In Reintegration of former Youth Soldiers in Sierra
Leone: Challenges of Reconciliation and Post-Accord Peace
Building, Wessells and J Davidson also recognise that
identity issues can be complicated by the reality of
soldiering. They say that many young people lack a
positive social role model in civilian life. Machel says
that identity issues can in fact prevent young people
from conceiving of any future for themselves. They
may view their lives very pessimistically, suffer from
serious depression or, in the worst of circumstances,
commit suicide. Stohl writes: “It is important to be
aware that the psychosocial effects of involvement in
armed combat may not be evident immediately and
could be long term.”
Evidently, child soldiers experience a complex
range of emotions. Feelings of guilt, moral anguish,
trauma, depression and anxiety are common.
Wessells and Kostelny write that guilt sometimes
emerges following demobilisation. Machel recognises that child soldiering causes traumatic stress.
“Some of the resulting symptoms include developmental delays, sleep disturbances and nightmares,
lack of appetite, withdrawn behaviour, lack of
interest in play, and learning difficulties in younger
children. In older children and adolescents,
responses to stress can include anxious or aggressive behaviour or depression,” she says.
Research in Angola demonstrated that many
children experienced fears, disturbed dreams,
concentration difficulties and other problems.
Through focus-group discussions with adults, the

research showed that some children experienced
problems such as heightened aggression and
isolation.
Laura Ann McCloskey and K Southwick in
their article, Psychosocial Problems in Refugee Children
Exposed to War, they reviewed studies of children
who had been exposed to war in Southeast Asia,
Latin America, Central America and Israel. They
found a high prevalence of post-traumatic stress
disorder, depression and anxiety disorder. They
also observed that nightmares, anxiety, restlessness, sleep disturbances, aggressiveness, defiance,
concentration problems, academic problems and
discipline problems were common.
Although young people who have been
involved in armed combat frequently exhibit
symptoms of Posttraumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD),
Wessells and Kostelny warn that the psychosocial
impact of soldiering cannot be reduced to individualised clinical syndromes such as PTSD, stress
disorder, depression or anxiety. They state that
Western psychologists tend to focus on the impacts
of violence, but youth soldiers may define their
problems as their inability to earn an income, fear of
rejection by their community, or possible stigmatisation as being unsuitable for marriage. The Review
of Child and Adolescent Mental Health agrees that
focusing on PTSD and other clinical syndromes
can ignore young people’s strengths and resilience.
Wessells and Kostelny write: “Youth may perceive
soldiering as having given them access to opportunities from training, leadership, and commitment to a meaningful cause.” So understandings
of the psychosocial impact of child soldiering must
be ‘culturally grounded’ and incorporate young
people’s perspectives.
They say that the impact of youth soldiering
is best viewed from an ecological perspective that
places emphasis on the influence of diverse social
ecologies. They say that one of the greatest social
impacts of child soldiering is separation from
family. They also report that almost all child soldiers
describe family separation as painful and, that the
absence of parents leaves child soldiers without
guidance, role models and sustenance.
One of the most negative effects of soldiering
is the damage it can have on relationships between
young people and their communities. Wessells and
Kostelny note that young people who have been
involved in armed conflict may be feared or seen as
troublemakers by others. If young people withdraw
from normal activities such as schooling, they can
become isolated from their communities. This can
lead to a lack of positive skills and a social role in
the community. Consequently, young people’s self-

esteem and hope for the future are reduced.
The spiritual impact of child soldiering has
also been acknowledged. However, this has not been
explored in depth. Some authors have recognised
that performing traditional ceremonies and ritual is
an important part of community reconciliation.

Rehabilitation programs for
former child soldiers
According to Machel, most young people
who have been involved in armed conflict will
achieve a sense of healing and will be resilient.
This is supported by longitudinal research Impact
of Armed Conflict on Children, conducted with
a group of former child soldiers in Mozambique,
which found that the majority became productive,
capable and caring adults. So, what programs and
interventions can assist young people to overcome
the trauma of soldiering?
Several authors caution against intervention
focused solely on trauma and victimization. They
argue that since the effects of child soldiering are
‘multifaceted and interconnected’, programs must
be holistic and ecological. Wessells & Kostelny
write that “rather than focusing on trauma counselling, programs must address physical, emotional,
cognitive, social, spiritual and economic well-being,
in addition to the well-being of communities.” The
literature speaks of the importance of employing
a diversity of modalities of intervention, which
could involve working with individuals, families and
groups.
Young people’s involvement in the development of programs is vital, says Wessells. The Review
of Child and Adolescent Refugee Mental Health also
advocates that strategies and strengths are explored,
in the process of developing programs, with young
people.
Programs for child soldiers, who have been
demobilised and have remained in their countries
of origin, have included access to health care,
education, skills training, family-tracing and reunification. There are also programs for an increased
awareness and improved capacity of families and
communities to protect children. Machel writes
that education and employment are high priorities. “Children must be given the prospect of an
education or some vocational training and of
eventually earning a living,” she says. According
to Amnesty International, limited opportunities for Liberia’s children have forced them into
hazardous and exploitative means of survival such
as prostitution, theft and drug-dealing. Psychologist Roy Erlichman similarly emphasises the
importance of re-establishing ties with family and
community as well as creating opportunities for
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Wessells says that counselling can assist many
former child soldiers in the healing process. He
notes that group counselling is more congruent
with many cultures than individual counselling.
According to McCloskey and Southwick, some young
people have benefited from behavioural therapy
programs, which combine relaxation therapy with
thoughts of traumatic events. Testimonial psychotherapy has also been beneficial for older youth.
This approach borrows from previously tested treatments for traumatic stress, such as exposure and
desensitisation, relaxation training, and cognitive
restructuring. However, testimonial psychotherapy
does not require child soldiers to take on the role
of patient or victim. Testimonials have the dual
purpose of healing through both story-telling and
transcending one’s persecution by using one’s testimonial for political purposes, enabling the survivor
to become an educator or advocate.
Longitudinal research with former child
soldiers in Mozambique found that the strengthening of former child soldiers’ coping skills for
anticipated trauma and grief was also important.
However, counselling is not always viewed as culturally appropriate. In Angola and southern Mozambique, talking about the past is viewed as an invitation for the return of bad spirits.

Summary
While research has been limited, it is evident
that the experiences and understandings of child
soldiers are varied. Experiences impact on child
soldiers’ physical, emotional, cognitive, social and
spiritual well-being. Child soldiers often adopt a
military identity and use violence to solve conflict
and obtain a sense of power. They may have difficulty thinking of the future. Various researchers
agree they display symptoms of post-traumatic
stress. However, they warn against simply understanding the impact of soldiering in terms of clinical
syndromes. They recognize that the psychosocial
damage is long term and can affect families and
communities.
Programs must be holistic. They must address
the physical, emotional, cognitive, social, spiritual
and economic well-being of former child soldiers.
Young people must be involved in designing
programs, which may include strategies to discourage
violence and enable former child soldiers to develop
relationships with positive role models. Expressive
activities, such as drama, dance and storytelling,
and recreational activities, such as sports, have been
effective. Testimonial psychotherapy has also been
useful. Programs must also be culturally relevant.
Conducting them in schools and community venues
may be more suitable for young people.
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education and employment. Frank Faulkner in his
article Kindergarten Killers: Morality, Murder and the
Child Soldier, agrees that priorities for programs in
countries of origin should include family reunification, education, health, psychological recovery and
family and community mediation.
Also helpful were strategies to discourage
violence that included communication skills, nonviolent conflict-resolution and teamwork skills,
which promoted safe codes of conduct, self-regulation and security seeking behaviour, using positive
role models. Activities that promoted the establishment of good relationships were also crucial, as
former child soldiers have a fundamental loss of
trust in others.
Numerous authors point at alternative means
of expression to counselling. Testimonials, drama,
dance, music, story telling and art have all been
successfully used. Such activities help children to
express and engage with their feelings. Sports also
help to aid social integration and build skills of
communication and constructive conflict-management. Involvement in cultural and recreational
activities can help to improve self-esteem.
Machel stresses the importance of developing
knowledge and respect for young people’s cultures,
and Bolea et al in their article Trauma of Children
of Sudan: A constructivist Exploration write: “Results
point to the importance of placing the children’s
trauma in the context of their own cultures.”
Indeed, programs need to be “holistic,
community based and ‘culturally grounded”,
Wessells says. “This could involve the use of culturally relevant healing practices such as those found in
Mozambique. Traditional ceremonies helped repair
social ills, cleansing those that came home ‘contaminated’ from the atrocities of the war, and resolving
social conflict in cases where normal social roles
had been perverted. Not only were these ceremonies important for these former child soldiers as
individuals, but they were also reported to be vital
for rebuilding community trust and cohesion,” he
says.
This highlights the importance of working with
communities. Wessells states that the most appropriate programs are those that empower communities, provide multiple layers of support, avoid an
exclusive focus on individual rehabilitation and use
cultural resources.
Interventions outside a traditional counselling setting may be preferable as they can facilitate
access to services for refugee children and ‘help
reduce stigma’ and ‘reduce power disparities”. The
Review of Child and Adolescent Refugee Mental
Health suggests running programs in schools and
community settings.

Healing
the Wounds

A group-therapy approach
was used in assisting asylum
seekers. MONICA LA FERRARA,
a counsellor working with the
Association of Services to
Torture and Trauma Survivors in
Western Australia, shares her
experience.

Working with asylum seekers has been a great
experience for me. I have now gained a much
deeper understanding of their lives, their pain and
suffering, their resilience, and the constant struggle
to find a place to settle down.
Four years ago I embarked with them on what
I would call “a therapeutic journey”. This journey
has not ended yet as pain and suffering still haunt
them.
Initially, I worked with the asylum seekers
individually, and after a while in group-therapy
sessions. All families I saw had suffered from trauma
and torture issues in their country of origin, which
they had fled to stay alive.
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During their journey they tried very hard
to make the most of their lives but experienced
all sorts of deprivations. Feeling vulnerable and
rejected by unjust laws, some had tried to commit
self-harm and had often thought of suicide. This
came to be my biggest challenge; I had to think of
sustainable solutions, like teaching them coping
strategies and finding additional resources.
This “therapeutic journey” had two dimensions: The first one was the asylum seekers’ own
experiences in understanding the process they
were going through. The second had to do with
my own ability to provide them with hope in
uncertain times by using holistic techniques and
a psychosocial approach.
Towards the end I felt the clients still needed
the group sessions, however I also knew when it
was time for them to continue this journey alone,
so I decided to bring the group sessions to an
end, allowing participants to face their own difficulties. At least they were equipped with the new
learning experience and with a better understanding of the new system.
Facilitating group sessions
I had no awareness of the difficulties I would
face when I first initiated the group sessions. I
facilitated a group from Iraq and another from
Latin America. Being a Latin American myself
meant we could all speak our own language. This
made everything easier. I am familiar with the
Latin American culture so I was able to identify
the barriers immediately.
By working within groups, my clients had
to learn to create their own boundaries. Since I
couldn’t anticipate the challenges I was to face,
I could not estimate the approximate time they
would take to do so. Actually, the second group
was more successful than expected, and met for
a whole year.
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One of the main factors that made me end
this group was Department of Immigration
Multicultural and Indigenous Affairs’ refusal
to grant one of the families a protection visa.
After waiting for four years, they were told
the bad news, and had to face the prospect
of embarking on another journey. This had
an impact on the other families as it triggered
the trauma of their own experiences as survivors and the fact that they could perhaps face
the same fate. We were able to address these
feelings as a group.
I was committed to working with the Iraqi
men’s group, especially knowing the issues they
faced were very unique. These men had lost their
family members in the boating tragedy known as
the SIEV-X. I was very saddened by this event.
While facilitating this group I would sometimes
wake up in the middle of the night wondering
about how I could possibly best use my skills to
help them.
I felt their pain was so intense. They were
not only trying to recover from their trauma
and torture experiences, but also from the loss
of their families, so they were experiencing a
higher degree of grief and anger than usual.
Counselling was my way of providing relief to
their pain, but religion became a great source
of support. We explored Islam together, and in
doing so they taught me a lot about their faith,
which at times they seemed to have temporarily
lost sight of.
The group provided a space for them to
reflect in a philosophical and existential way
about their own religious beliefs. By facilitating
this process, I tried to enable them to maintain
an emphasis on their faith and ensure they kept
it always present, as it provided relief from pain
and suffering and helped them explore the role
of God in their lives.

This group worked through the different
stages of grief and loss. We reviewed the shock
phase and the different experiences they had
encountered. During the second phase, I raised
awareness of loss and separation anxiety, the
emotional conflicts they were experiencing and
the effects their hypersensitivity had on them and
others. I was able to use some professional tools
such as drawings, poetry and visualization. At the
end, they planted trees to symbolize their losses.
They went through a withdrawal period
as a third phase came to an end. They had not
completed the healing process as they were still
struggling to get their protection visas, and their
loss and they felt that their loss and in this context
had never been suffering was never acknowledged or validated by the Australian society.
The Latin American group consisted of
three families. They met for one year. In most
cases all participants attended with great enthusiasm and were always looking forward to the
next session.
They also had the opportunity to express
their thoughts and emotions, and work through
their anger. I created a special space for anger
management and they projected their feelings on
me. This enabled me to provide the appropriate
therapeutic interventions. They also expressed
feelings through drawing, story-writing and
other creative exercises.
In both groups, I was able to address cultural
and religious issues. I do believe spirituality
helps asylum seekers in most cases. The counsellor needs to build on this faith to enable them to
find a meaning to so much pain.
I focused on transference issues. It was interesting to explore the different interactions and
dynamics created by the men and women.
There were times when I played the role of a
support person, a facilitator and at other times a
rescuer in other cases the transference was directed
towards me as “the one who knows best and can
provide an answer to their existential dilemmas.”
In our first session the group worked on
understanding what it meant to them to be
called ”asylum seekers”. We explored the impact
these words had on them individually and as a
shared experience. In some cases, they acknowledged discrimination issues. Although this
group had not arrived in Australia by boat, they
were still called ”boat people”. As a result, they
could identify the barriers and issues that underpinned prejudice.

We revised anger management, grief and
loss, and all symptoms related to post traumatic
stress disorder. They produced drawings to illustrate coping strategies and the way they saw
themselves, and established goals for the future.
In some sessions some childhood issues
emerged connected with the fears of the
present, and I was very cautious about exploring these further as I wanted to maintain
safety within the group where projections were
strongly interacting. They worked through
their self-esteem and their potential, and their
skills were validated.
Trust was also established by my work with
both the asylum seekers and the lawyers on
the legal issues, which were often overwhelming the asylum seekers. Sometimes lawyers and
members of the Refugee Review Tribunal may
be perceived as playing the role of persecutors rather than helpers. It is important for the
counsellor to be present during those sessions
to acknowledge and manage the huge emotional
impact the telling of life stories can have on
asylum seekers.
My greatest satisfaction was to see that in
spite of the adversity they remained positive,
creating projects for the future in a collective
way and supporting each other.
When I decided to end the sessions many
questions raced through my mind for which
I had no specific answers: Will they be able to
stay in the country? Why should they have to go
through these terrible experiences? What makes
them different from other people? I offered
members of the group the option to continue to
work individually with me until a decision from
the government would be made in relation to
their visa status.
We celebrated the end of this journey
together, coinciding with the end of the year and
the forced departure of one of the families from
Australia. It was a very emotional experience for
the group and for myself.
At the end I experienced a sense of loss but
also a great sense of satisfaction, which came
from my strong belief in the group participants,
in their future recovery, and my belief in human
rights.
The group thanked the association and me
for our efforts. I was much more grateful to them
for the reflections and the resilience they demonstrated throughout their healing process.
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Clinical Evenings

In order to deepen the understanding and knowledge of clinicians
working with torture and trauma survivors, STARTTS held their fourth
clinical master class on the 27th of March, titled ‘treating the body,
healing the mind’, to discuss the processes and benefits of somatic
psychotherapy and the advantages of a body-orientated approach.
By Daniela Aroche

Body and Mind
As One
Dr Jeff Barlow
“Everybody who works with
human beings, whether it be in
human resources, social work,
psychology or psychiatry, is
actually working with the body
of the person they’re engaged
with… I believe an integrated
mind and body framework
when working with survivors
of torture and trauma is very
important,” says Dr Jeff Barlow,
somatic psychotherapist and
training director for the Australian College of Contemporary
Somatic Psychotherapy.
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Dr Barlow who was the first
of three speakers in the class,
along with physiotherapist Sue
Roxon, and bi-cultural counselor
Thuy Tran, commenced the
session by first explaining the
basics of somatic psychotherapy
to an eager crowd that gathered
at the newly renovated STARTTS
meeting hall.
In modern Western societies we generally view a person
as having a ‘body’ and a ‘mind’.
Whilst these two are undeniably
linked, according to Barlow, most
people will often view one or the
other as having greater influence
or one being more inferior than
its counterpart. Consequently,
the body has been traditionally
viewed as inferior or abject to the
mind, simply a vehicle following
the mind’s lead, so to speak.
“One of the reasons it [the
mind-body fusion] is not conceptualised in mainstream society is
that there has been for a long
time in the West, a split between
the mind and the body,” Barlow
said.
“What we are beginning
to understand now, through the
field of neurobiology, is that right

brain to right brain communication on a body level is critical to
successful psychotherapy treatment, counselling, psychology or
psychiatry, whether that’s a part
of the theoretical framework or
not.”
Somatic psychotherapy, is
based on the principles that one
experiences life in the body and
spirit as well as the mind and
that all facets of human experience are interrelated, with the
processes of the body/mind
affecting and reflecting each
other, including life experiences
that the body absorbs as much as
the mind.
“I like to think of the
connection between the body
and mind as embodied subjectivity of the human organism as a
whole” Barlow said.
“Somatic psychotherapy
works [as a whole] by focusing on experience and working
with language, the body, cognitive processes and relationships
as they come up in the psychotherapeutic process depending
on what issues are presented
and how we engage with the
person.”

There are generally three
forms of contemporary somatic
psychotherapy according to
Dr Barlow - the first and most
common is known as ‘face to
face’ type of process, whereby
the therapist will basically work
off the signaling processes from
himself to the client and viceversa, reading the client’s ‘body
language’.
The second is labeled body
processes. In this type of somatic
psychotherapy, the client will be
encouraged to express feelings
and emotions through body
expression or movement, essentially communicating and releasing feelings and tensions that
may have remained in their
bodies from past experiences.
“Because we live in a society
that is deeply inhibitory of a wide
range of physical and emotional
expression in people, [in this
type of therapy] it is possible
for clients to relax into their
bodies to express their feelings
and bodies in profound ways,”
Barlow explained.
“A client essentially works
through tension states, as feelings
work their way out of the body.”
The third process incorporates physical contact into
the therapy and is therefore
described as psychotherapeutic touch. This is very different
from general massage where
there is a process to the actions
of the therapist. According to
Dr Barlow there is no specific
process during psychotherapeutic touch, and the type of contact
is discussed so that the client
makes contact in a way that is
therapeutic for them.
A few case vignettes were
then cited by Barlow to help
illustrate more clearly the way
somatic psychotherapy works,
the different processes used
depending on the client, and the
effects of somatic psychotherapy
on people.

During the talk Barlow
also mentioned a quote, which
is perhaps the best and most
simple way to describe the
importance of equal focus on
the body/mind and somatic
or body-inclusive psychotherapy, saying simply: “the body
keeps the score”; something
the next speaker, physiotherapist
Sue Roxon knows all too well.

Body Work
Sue Roxon
“When working with torture
and trauma survivors, you really
cannot separate body and mind.
The effects of prolonged and
profound trauma is so great, and
affects the mind, body and spirit
so profoundly that the whole self
is affected,” Roxon said.
“[Realizing this] I struggled
for a number of years to work
in a way that really didn’t differentiate between the two, not
just in an ideological belief but
in my practice as well.” Roxon

before she was referred to physiotherapy with Roxon.
“When she came to me,
she was most definitely the most
‘shell-shocked’ woman I had ever
seen,” Roxon recalled.
Often, a torture and trauma
survivor in need of physiotherapy will experience one or more
symptoms, indicating that their
bodies are under extensive stress
and tension states: nightmares,
flashbacks, intrusive memories,
panic attacks, hyper vigilance
and Agoraphobia.
Roxon went on to explain
the treatment process for these
symptoms through physiotherapy: “The first thing I do when
I met someone for the first time
is ‘organize’ myself in the way
that they are ‘organized’ – the
way that their muscular skeletal
system is organized. After doing
this, I felt that the key [to her
depressed structure] was her
depressed sternum.”
Wanting to involve the
audience in the discussion as

“I always believe in change,” ... “And I think if a person
really takes the time out to invest in a group therapy that
they will begin to experience change.”
described this as a technique of
‘body-mind’ integration.
To help the audience better
understand how her practice
works in helping survivors of
torture and trauma, Roxon
went on to describe a case study
which has been altered a little to
conceal her patient’s identity.
Aida was a Bosnian Muslim
woman of 36 when she came
to Roxon for assistance. Her
husband and father had both
been killed in the war, and she
had been urgently referred to
STARTTS in 1999 and began
counselling one month later,
starting with weekly sessions
which gradually moved on to
monthly sessions for a year,

much as possible, Roxon then
asked the meeting to place their
own hand on their sternum and
push, to experience for a moment
the sensation of constricted
breathing it brings along with a
total ‘hunching-over’ reaction,
in the skeletal structure.
However, when treating a
patient who had been deeply
traumatized, the general process
of systematic relaxation through
physiotherapy “won’t work very
well,” Roxon said, and could
often lead to the client feeling
a sense of disassociation and
loss of control as their bodies
begin to relax in a way that was
completely unknown to them.
Instead, Roxon uses her

33

hands to reflect to the patient
(in this case Aida), their muscular skeletal organisation, to
help them differentiate which
muscles to relax and to identify
the muscles that are constricting
them.
This approach to Aida’s
therapy was quite successful,
according to Roxon, and she
[Aida] began to elongate her
muscles and so, extend her
muscular skeletal structure to
resemble that of a person who felt
they had “a place in the world,
rather than someone wanting to
appear invisible”.
“She needed to experience the difference in her
body, without experiencing the
constant terror of being ‘on
guard’,” said Roxon, “flexibility
through muscle relaxation.”
Ultimately Roxon believes
that a relaxed body can free
the mind, and she summarized
the aim of physiotherapy in the
healing process for survivors of
torture and trauma as “increasing self awareness to move from
the habitual reactions, which
were molded from past experiences, to the freedom to react
spontaneously to the world, and
to new experiences”.
Towards the end of her
sessions with Aida, Roxon also
began to notice certain visible
changes in Aida’s demeanor and
once noticed a mannerism, which
was so particularly graceful and
relaxed that she questioned Aida
as to where she had acquired
such a graceful move. “Without
thinking I asked her where she
had learnt to move like that and
for the first time she smiled and
said ‘I used to go dancing with
my husband all the time’.”
Eventually Aida stopped
attending the sessions as she
developed other interests and
activities in her life. Roxon is
sure that the effects of physiotherapy impacted on Aida in a
very positive way, bringing her
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closer to the healing process.
“I could tell that in the time
that she had received treatment
she had become a completely
changed person for the better,”
Roxon said.

Working together
towards a
brighter future
Thuy Tran
When people are removed
from their cultural roots through
migration, sojourn or involuntary
displacement, as refugees are, it
is often of great benefit to enlist
the skills of culturally oriented
mental-health professionals.
As such, a bi-cultural
counsellor at STARTTS, Thuy
Tran is one person who has
certainly experienced first hand,
the degree to which people can
change through body-orientated
therapy.
“I always believe in change,”
Tran said. “ And I think if a
person really takes the time out
to invest in group therapy that
they will begin to experience
change.”
Since 2001, Tran has been
involved in a counselling and
group-intervention
project
supported by STARTTS to help
torture and trauma survivors
work through their trauma and
gradually learn and experience
social interaction with others in
a protected environment.
During the talk, Tran
recalled one particular client,
who influenced her decision to
start a group counselling project:
“ Throughout the individual
counselling sessions, when
recalling the trauma they have
suffered, clients usually experience many anxiety symptoms
ranging from chest pain to crying
and even vomiting,” she said.
“There was one particular
woman, who would often vomit
during their counselling sessions.

She used to say ‘you may not
want to come back and see me
anymore’, but I would say ‘no, I
won’t [stop]’, and began bringing a change of clothes with me,
to get changed into afterwards!”
Tran said.
“One day I was holding
her hand, and I really felt that
her spirit was just broken, and I
thought what [else] can I do?”
Tran then decided to try
and integrate counselling intervention and group intervention
together and since then, the
results and progress made with
her clients have been remarkable.
Explaining the different
assessment tools she uses in
group sessions, including the
STARTTS
R-CAT
(Refugee
Comprehensive Assessment
Tool) and the STARTTS group
Intake Assessments, Tran also
mentioned how her hobbies had
contributed to the counselling
sessions.
One of these hobbies is her
love of aromatherapy, which she
uses with her clients, many of
whom had been raped and would
often stress that they could not
stand the odour of a man or their
own, and would wash themselves
continuously as a result.
“Aromatherapy trains their
senses, and relaxes their bodies,”
said Tran, who uses oils such as
lemongrass, ginger and peppermint.
Tai Chi is also used as a form
of rehabilitation during Tran’s
counselling group, to help calm
and inspire the women of her
group. “Tai Chi helps them to
breathe better, and helps them
to be inspired and hope. It
allows it to explore the energy in
a person,” Tran said.
One excellent example,
which truly reflects how effective group and body-orientated
therapy can be, was highlighted
during one of Tran’s group intervention sessions at the pools.

Many of the women Tran
works with are extremely afraid
of water when they first come
to her, having been thrown
overboard, raped at sea or having
seen a loved one drown.
Whilst only a few turn up to
first pool session, starting with
the baby pool (only a few inches
deep) the groups slowly encourage each other to move towards
the deeper water, and fight their
fear of water.
At one point, recalled Tran,
one client asked to be held in the
water, so that she could lift her feet
from the pool floor; and although
most of the group had been

gripping to the pool’s side for
most of the time, upon seeing this
woman take a ‘leap of faith’, the
others also followed her action.
“It was truly remarkable,
in terms of their PTS (post
traumatic stress) and the trauma
they suffered, because this
[overcoming their fear of water]
was a way of overcoming a fear to
move on to the next step in their
lives,” Tran said.
With the help of group
support, socialising with peers,
counselling and physical groupactivities, women in Tran’s group
were able to feel validated, learn
to trust and tolerate other women

in their group, express their
mental, physical and psychological feelings and ultimately recognise their own core potential.
All this, and ultimately the
importance of the body, mind
and spirit connection and the
importance of their equality in
the practice of psychology with
torture and trauma survivors
can probably be best summed
up in a quote used by Professor
Barlow towards the end of his
speech: “Brain, body and mind
are inextricably linked, and it is
only for euristic reasons that we
can still speak of them as if they
constitute separate entities.”

Excellence in working with
refugee communities
Healing the body, treating the mind is the first
of the Service for the Treatment and Rehabilitation
for Trauma and Torture Survivors (STARTTS)’ clinical
masters evening classes for 2006. The classes are an
initiative which began last year to help clinicians deepen
their understanding of refugee torture and trauma.
They also provide an opportunity for people working in
the sector to come together and exchange ideas and
opinions.
Expert speakers from outside STARTTS join staff
members to present the most up-to-date information on
different aspects of torture, trauma, healing and recovery.
STARTTS staff generally present case studies about how
new ideas or theories can work in practice.
The classes are held five times a year, from
6.00-9.00 pm. There is no charge, but STARTTS does
ask that attendees bring a donation to cover catering
costs. Food is prepared by STARTTS’ clients.
Future topics to be covered in the next year include the
impact of immigration detention on torture and trauma
survivors, working with adults using neurotherapy, the
role of psychiatry and psychotropic drug interventions,
complex grief, concentration and memory problems.
For more information about the seminars
telephone (02) 9794 1900 or (02) 9794 1945.
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New approach to

Treating Trauma
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A new form of
intervention based on
the brain’s physiology is
showing dramatic results
with
children,
young
people and adults who
have suffered from torture
and trauma.
Known as neurofeedback, its use at the Service
for the Treatment and
Rehabilitation of Torture
and Trauma Survivors
(STARTTS) is the first
time the emerging form
of therapy has been undertaken with refugee populations.
It works by training
certain areas of the brain

Neurofeedback teaches us how to
alter the electrical patterns in our brain
so that we can say, teach ourselves to
relax during stressful situations
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to work more effectively.
Neurofeedback achieves
this by using a computer
program that gives the
brain positive feedback
when it produces brainwave patterns that help it
to function more successfully. Because we want
more positive feedback, we
continue to produce the
patterns which are giving
us that feedback.

Medication
alters
the chemical balance in
our brain temporarily. In
contrast, neurofeedback
teaches us how to alter the
electrical patterns in our
brain so that we can say,
teach ourselves to relax
during stressful situations.
Because
neurofeedback
shows our brain how it can
produce these patterns
by itself, eventually the
changes can be produced
without the aid of the
program.
The program is being
piloted with a group of
nine children. While the
sample size is small, initial
results show improvement
in 90% of cases. More than
half of the children showed
either extreme or high
levels of improvement.
The number of adults
undergoing the intervention is even smaller, but
one long-term client, with
STARTTS for more than
10 years, demonstrates
just how effective neurofeedback can be. The
pace of change since he
commenced neurofeedback is far outpacing the
improvement when he
was receiving counselling
alone.
While neurofeedback
is showing fantastic results,

its principal practitioner at
STARTTS, Mirjana Askovic,
acknowledges that much
more needs to be done
before we can definitively
say it’s an effective form of
therapy with refugees.
“It’s hard to separate
whether the changes can
be attributed to neurofeedback alone. Clients that are
undergoing neurofeedback also undergo other
forms of therapy, such as
counselling or physiotherapy,” Ms Askovic said.
“It’s likely that it’s a
complex interaction of the
various interventions that
is producing the results.
“I’m very confident
that neurofeedback works,
but we need to use it with
a larger sample group and
we need to account for
different factors.
“For example, when
a child has a supportive
family that is functioning well, neurofeedback
appears to be much more
successful.”
Neurofeedback
is
based on the idea that some
psychological problems,
such as post-traumatic
stress disorder, are related
to physical changes in the
brain. Prolonged exposure
to trauma has been proven
to affect areas of the brain

called the amygdalae,
hippocampus and medial
prefrontal cortex. Working
both independently and
collectively, these areas are
responsible for controlling
our emotions, fear reactions, learning, memory
and stress management.
Many multiple-trauma
survivors have overactive
amygdalae. The automatic fight responses that
the amygdalae helps our
bodies prepare for become
too ready to act. this helps
explain why people who
have suffered trauma are
easily startled, suffer from
panic attacks and are quick
to become aggressive.
The hippocampus
helps the amygdalea
remember certain situations that created fear.
People with long-term
exposure to severe stress
have been shown to have
reduced activity in the
hippocampus area of the
brain. This can lead to
problems in coping with
the memories of torture
and trauma as well as
making it hard to learn.
Torture and trauma
survivors are likely to have
an overactive prefrontal
cortex. When functioning
normally, it’s responsible for calming us down
when a fearful situation
ends. When it’s overactive, it perpetuates fearful
responses to situations
that are not frightening.
This helps us understand
why when a survivor is in
a situation that reminds
them of a time when they
were terrified they react as

if they were there.
Neurofeedback trains
all of these parts of the
brain to work as they did
prior to the traumatic experiences. An experienced
counsellor attaches electrodes from a sophisticated
computer program to the
participant’s head. They
then helps the participant
go into a deeply relaxed
state, called alpha state.
The program gives
the participant information about their brainwaves, in the form of visual
images and sounds. The
images come in the form
of a computer game that
participants are playing.
In other words, the participant’s brainwaves are
controlling the computer
game.
On another computer screen the counsellor is viewing a number
of graphs, showing how
different areas of the brain
are reacting.
The person is encouraged to obtain certain
sounds and images from
the program. Those sounds
and images only flow when
the person’s brain waves
are working “normally”.
“In the first group of
sessions we aim to help
decrease anxiety and
improve concentration,
memory and sleep problems,” Ms Askovic said.
“Once
this
is
complete, we work with
clients directly on their
torture and trauma issues.
“The aim of this
second group of sessions
is for the participant
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Want to
+++++++++++
learn more? + + + + + + + + + + +
+++++++++++
+++++++++++
On 26 June, STARTTS is
hosting a one day seminar+ + + + + + + + + + +
on trauma and recovery at+ + + + + + + + + + +
+++++++++++
the Masonic Centre, Sydney.
Entitled The Integration
+++++++++++
of Neurofeedback and
+++++++++++
Psychotherapy, it will be
+++++++++++
presented by internationally
+++++++++++
acclaimed psychotherapist,
+++++++++++
Ms Sebern Fisher.
+++++++++++
She will use the seminar to+ + + + + + + + + + +
help clinicians deepen their+ + + + + + + + + + +
understanding of trauma + + + + + + + + + + +
and the complex relationship
+++++++++++
between the brain and the
mind. She’ll also explain the+ + + + + + + + + + +
benefits neurofeedback + + + + + + + + + + +
+++++++++++
affords psychotherapy.
+++++++++++
The cost of the seminar is + + + + + + + + + + +
$200 including meals and
+++++++++++
materials. For more information
+++++++++++
or to register telephone
+++++++++++
(02) 9794 1900.
+++++++++++
+++++++++++

to access their painful
memories without reliving
them. They can then learn
to gain control of those
memories.
“In the deeply relaxed
state we use in neurofeedback, our clients become
aware of how they deal with
unconscious memories.
“By becoming aware
of how those memories
are triggered, they can
learn to produce a different response in the brain
to those memories.
“We’re helping them
to regain control of their
lives.”
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My experience with
STARTTS
By Imra Krasnic

Good morning to
everybody here today; to
STARTTS employees,
some of whom I know,
and to the ones I
don’t but might
have a chance to
meet, and to all
the distinguished
guests
present
here today.
I would like
to share with you
some details of my
life and especially the
last four years, a time
that has been in one way or
another related to the STARTTS
organisation.
Before I do that I would
like to mention that I was born
in Sarajevo, Bosnia, and with the
unfortunate events of the war
that my country was caught up in
I lived for eight years as a refugee
in Croatia.
It is very hard to explain to
somebody who has never been a
refugee what that feeling entails.
Being forced out of your own
country for no wrong doing on
your part, and then expected to
go on with your life and make
a decent contribution in the
country that has received you.
A person’s sense of orderliness, fairness, balance and selfawareness and self-respect are
utterly shaken.
After the time spent in
Croatia I found myself here in
Australia. That was six years
ago. The first two years of my
life in Australia were very hectic,
trying to organise schooling
matters, understand where I
was and what I was doing here
in a sense.
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However, what is there to
understand, when your whole
sense of who you are and where
you belong has been so altered?
When you are reproached by
people who tell you to “relax”,
“if you don’t like it you can go
back to your country”, implying
that we had some form of
choice and that being a refugee
is something we willingly took
up so as to bounce upward in
society. What people, who have
been lucky enough never to
have to leave their homes due to
war or political uprising of any
kind, need to understand is that
refugees are victims and should
be allowed to have some time to
recuperate before being able to
move on to the survivor stage.
Being a refugee is not a choice!
That is where STARTTS comes
into the picture.
I came into contact with
STARTTS through a Bosnian
friend of mine who was going on
a youth camp organised by them.
That was the first activity I was a
part of, and that proved to be the
start of a long-term connection
with STARTTS. After the threeday camp we started having
weekly meetings, and organised
a youth group for people from
ex-Yugoslav countries. That is,
ONE group for young people
from Bosnia, Serbia and Croatia
together, in order to promote the
ideology of peace and tolerance
in this country so far away from
ours. That group was called
Balkan Express Youth Group.
Some of the activities of Balkan
Express included creating a
website, organising further group
outings and weekly meetings; all
aimed at providing oportunities

to socialise in a safe and tolerant
environment.
From the youth group
sprung the idea of setting up a
radio program for young people
which would promote the same
ideas, with news stories on things
relating to the arts, culture,
cinema and music from all parts
of ex-Yugoslavia and the rest of
the world. That radio program
started in 2003, and I am proud
to say that it is still on air to this
day, every Sunday from 3pm to
5pm. I was a volunteer presenter
and DJ on the program for a
period of a year and a half, and
that was one of the best times of
my life in Australia. The word
about us spread across Sydney,
we had people calling into the
show praising the idea of being
apolitical. People wanted to
laugh, have fun and hear good
music, and we made sure that
they did it. In doing so, my life
became far more fulfilled and
the experience helped me to
combine the two parts of my
identity, the Bosnian/Croatian
living in Australia. And I would
like to thank STARTTS for that.
After the period of settling
in and finding that I accepted
the fact that, YES I AM LIVING
IN AUSTRALIA NOW, some
rather unsettling things started
surfacing and I found myself in
a distraught state. I was going
through a period of hypothesising on what sort of life I would
be leading if it hadn’t been
for the war. My whole sense of
reality seemed tampered with,
conditioned into being, by
forces other than myself and
my own free will. I am speaking
for myself here, but I am fairly

certain many of the people who
have had similar experiences
would agree.
Your sense of reality is
altered, you are forced into a
reality you had never dreamed
you would find yourself in, you
have to change your habits, learn
a new language and the modern
world is not waiting for you, you
have to survive and in order to
survive you have to earn money
and be a productive member of
society.
So you struggle, and you try,
and the issues don’t just simply
walk away.
So, I couldn’t concentrate
well, sleep well, I contacted
STARTTS and started going to
counselling. I cannot describe in
words how important it was for
me to go through that process
and how much it helped me
to organise my thoughts and
emotions. I do believe that it is
ultimately up to the person in
question and how ready they
are to help themselves, but
without professional guidance
it would have been five times as
difficult and the results would be
questionable.
One important factor for
me was that my counsellor was
Bosnian and that added another
dimension of understanding and
sincerity to the whole process.
For some of you whose native

language is English, this may
seem an odd statement to make
since my level of English is near
native level and I am an English
teacher with a degree in linguistics, but no matter how much
knowledge and understanding
I have of the language and
culture, it never allows me to feel
as profoundly as does my native
language.
So, it was a big factor that
STARTTS could offer me a
counsellor that spoke Bosnian.
That is another point I would
like to thank STARTTS for, so,
thank you. You really helped me
to feel calmer and more at ease
with myself and my thoughts.
I ended the counselling
one year ago, upon my request,
because I sincerely felt that everything was falling into place and
that I could go on with my life.
I would like to emphasise
this point, things are never
completely resolved, being a
refugee is woven from many
traumatic experiences but we
CHOOSE to move on and that
choice is a lot easier to make with
some help along the way.
I have since enrolled in, and
am about to finish, a postgraduate course in teaching English
to speakers of other languages,
and this proved to be another
opportunity to get involved with
STARTTS.

I am now a volunteer English
teacher at STARTTS and I am very
happy that I can give something
back to the organization, and
the people in their program.
As I have mentioned before,
STARTTS helped me through
the radio program to combine
the two aspects of myself, but
through volunteering I was given
an opportunity to combine my
love for language and teaching,
which is a big part of who I am,
to a group of people who I can
relate to on so many levels.
As I have already mentioned
it is very hard to describe the many
meanings of the word “refugee”. It
is hard for the person carrying that
title to understand it themselves,
let alone someone who has not
experienced anything similar.
Refugees in Australia have at least
an organisation that recognises
their struggle and that provides
help and support in the process
of organising their lives again.
STARTTS has been in a way
a cohesive link to all aspects of
my life, combining into a unified
whole and I am sincerely grateful
for that and I have no doubt in
my mind that it will continue
to do so for countless future
and present clients through its
expertise and devotion to all
causes humanitarian.

Thank you.
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Settling Project

By Rebecca Hinchley

Law enforcement efforts in south western
Sydney, particularly in areas like Cabramatta,
have been praised for reducing the incidence of
illicit drug use and crime among young people.
As an Intensive English Centre (IEC) counsellor,
Elisabeth Pickering points out, our improved
ability to address the needs of refugee and
migrant children as well as young people could
also be having a positive impact.
One such strategy, the Settling-In program,
has been recognised with an Australian Crime
and Violence Prevention Award by the Australians Head of State and members of the Australasian Police Ministers’ Council (see box).
“In the seventies, when children from
Indochina were arriving, we just expected them
to adapt to life in Australia without any support.
They had reached a safe country. They didn’t
complain or ask for help, so we presumed they
didn’t need any,” Ms Pickering says.
“By the time we realised the impact of
leaving them to their own devices, they were
really at the pointy end.”
So when refugees from the former Yugoslavia began arriving in Australia, organisations like
the Service for the Treatment and Rehabilitation
of Torture and Trauma Survivors (STARTTS)
and the Department of Education were ready to
provide children and young people with assistance a lot earlier.
Both organisations developed the SettlingIn resource kit, which was printed with funds
raised by Friends of STARTTS. The kit forms
the basis for a group, psycho-social, education
program, which has grown and adapted to meet
the changing needs of refugees and migrants
arriving in Australia.
Thousands of students have completed the
program and hundreds of counsellors have been
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trained in how to facilitate the sessions. Suitable
for children from upper primary to young
adulthood, the program is being run in about
fifteen Intensive English Centres across NSW.
The group approach is designed to help
students learn from each other, validate and
normalise their feelings, learn coping strategies
and form positive relationships.
Over ten weeks young people discuss their
feelings about resettlement and their likes and
dislikes about Australia and their country of
origin. Feelings they may have such as anger,
anxiety and depression are dealt with, as are
organisations that can help. The final sessions
end on a positive note, examining their personal
strengths, setting goals, solving problems and
building self-esteem.
Settling-In is facilitated by a counsellor
together with a bilingual aide or interpreter.
Sometimes a class teacher or health worker is
also involved. Translated games and materials
associated with the program are provided as part
of the resource.
The program is completely flexible. Counsellors can use different activities and materials
with different groups -depending on their age,
culture and interests.
“For example, with African students we
have been incorporating a lot more music and
dancing,” Ms Pickering said.
Importantly, Settling-In, reduces the stigma
associated with seeing a counsellor.
“Many young people come from cultures
with no concept of a counsellor or where counselling is only for mad people. They need to meet
and interact with us, understand what it is we do.
The group situation allows students to build a
relationship with a counsellor in a less threatening environment, ”Ms Pickering explained.

“It also provides young people with the
information and skills they need to navigate
resettlement.”
As well as explaining the role of counselling, Settling-In helps counsellors identify the
students that might be at-risk. As Ms Pickering
acknowledges, it’s easy to identify the students
who might be aggressive and act up in class, but
those that are quiet, withdrawn or depressed can
be much harder to spot.
Intimate interaction with newly arrived
migrants and refugees allows counsellors to
better identify which students might have
problems at school.
After running the program there is a marked
increase in self-referrals to a counsellor.
To find out more about Settling-In contact
Elisabeth Pickering on (02) 9727 3562.

The annual Australian Crime and
Violence Prevention Awards are a
joint Australian Government, state
and territory initiative.
The awards are designed to reward
good practice in the prevention, or reduction, of violence and
other types of crime in Australia, to
encourage public initiatives and to
assist governments in identifying
and developing practical projects
which will reduce violence and other
types of crime in the community at
a national level.
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am now out of Sikkim and back in Darjeeling. My permit is finished and I am living in
limbo and hoping the police will let me back
into Sikkim in a week. It was very difficult for
the kids to grasp that I was coming back because
three other volunteers were leaving for real.
Three weeks ago a cranky police official
ordered me out of Sikkim because “I had been
there too long” so I left. Sadly for him I subsequently made friends with the superintendent of police
in Darjeeling (well, I met him twice and he smiled
both times). Initially they were reluctant to give me
a permit. But three days later the superintendent
hauled some poor unsuspecting officer into his
office and gave him a long lecture on giving the
‘nice lady’ what she wants without any more fuss. So
that was fixed.
When I got back to Sikkim there were three
new volunteers. Despite my initial fears, they turned
out to be terrific company.
It is all go at the school. The year ten boys and
sundry others have dug a ten by ten foot hole for
the 50,000 litre rainwater tank and we hear the
‘Government Grade’ cement will arrive soon. I have
trouble imagining that it is better than ordinary
cement, but no doubt it comes with a silly seal to
prove its authenticity.
The other senior boys have built garden beds
using bamboo and rope, and with the addition of
plastic, which should arrive on Sunday, we will soon
have 100 fully functioning organic vegetable beds.
Each senior student will tend to two, producing 2kg
of vegies every two months, which is about their
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consumption and thus of huge benefit to them and
the school’s budget. We are going to try mushroom
farming too, and although I struggle to get past the
fact that they call spores ‘sperms’, and always say
it with a straight face, it should be a great project
when it gets underway.
I am taking Class 6 grammar, (it is like beating
your head against a brick wall –it feels very good
when you stop) Class 9 English and then I have my
angelic Class 8 for grammar in the morning and
comprehension in the afternoon. The children in
that class are a constant joy, and despite the fact that
they cannot grasp sarcasm, I relish every moment
with them. They are currently learning to write
newspaper articles. We have been doing newspaperarticle analysis for three weeks and they seem ready
to invent stories themselves. In spite of being ridiculously busy I have had ample time to fall in love with
the children once again. These kids are a daily joy
to be around. There is a little boy called Tashi who
gives me three or four letters a day telling me he
“lives me” and although I am sure it is just that he
can’t spell ‘love’, I can’t help thinking that “I live
them” too.
Tacky though it sounds, working here I feel I
know what having a full heart really means. I find
myself smiling incessantly and constantly overjoyed
just be in their company, even when they are being
naughty. There is just nothing hard about them,
even the teenage boys are as soft as butter and their
cheekiness is nothing but hysterically funny.
This time the monk has also found a new soft

spot for me and has put me in charge of far too
many things to ever get done. I just hope he lives
long enough to enjoy his new found good humour,
but he is not well and drinks a lot.
Last week I went away. The trip was amazing
but Jesus, never ask mountain people to show you
around. It is very hard work. I think we have crippled
both Lancho (one of the students) and his father.
We were not aware that we had to take our things
with us; we thought they would be left at the house
but no, it all came with us but the guides refused to
let us carry our bags. So they lugged our stuff plus
our food up the mountain, well two mounts really.
The walk to their house is a vertical 4km climb,
followed by the same in excruciating reverse the
next day, punctuated by stops at houses of kids from
the school, to drink tea, be thanked for teaching
their kids, given eggs and curd for the long trip and
berated for not telling them we were coming so they
could do it all properly. I am never telling anyone I
am coming. God knows what they would try to feed
me. Lancho’s place is lovely and has a great view of
the mountains. His youngest brother Sakchin is a
monkey of the highest order.
We had to drink a lot of yak-butter tea; this
makes the eggs and curd seem a good thing.
However, after drinking enough of it, the salt
tea seems fine. After getting back to the road on
Wednesday (my poor knees) we went on a crazy
jeep ride with Lancho’s uncle, with Lancho, his dad
and the brother of another student, Onchuk, who
is terrific but speaks no English. Lancho is getting
very good at translation.
The road was very steep and rocky and we had

to stop about 2km from the top because the rain
had washed a big rock to the surface. The driver
and his friend apparently slept in the car waiting for
our return the next day. This would not have been
fun for them. We then walked in the pouring rain
for 14km, all up hill. It was less than fun. I looked
at the scenery, it was green and very nice but we
were very wet. When we reached the monastery
at 5.30pm we were totally knackered. We slept in
a hut with no glass in the windows and a fire that
filled the room with eye-burning smoke. We then
froze our arses off all night as it proceeded to snow,
about 50mm. The books say that the monastery is
only 8,000 feet but I want to check this because the
locals said is was 11,000 feet and judging by the lack
of oxygen I would tend to agree.
The other volunteers and I slept on a single
bed with some blankets under us and our sleeping
bags on top. The boys all froze on the floor. Lancho
may never be the same again. In the morning we
had an astounding view of the mountains. We were
behind Kanchnjung, Pelling was in front of it and
we were just below the snow line, truly amazing.
We then hiked up another 4km in the rain to
some religious rocks and springs. The place is very
sacred to Lepcha people and Buddhists alike and
we were regaled with tales of its significance. There
were yaks, big hairy things with bad tempers. At the
top it was very hard to breath so we didn’t stay long.
It was also freezing and the guides kept insisting
we get our heads wet under the blessed springs. I
didn’t feel blessed. It felt wet. We then hiked down
the 14km to the car and insulted the Panchayat of
a small village because we couldn’t walk up the 100
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steps to her house for tea. They brought tea down
to us and I felt very bad but my legs were wrecked
and I was so tired. The tea was salty; I think this was
on purpose.
The ride back was typical, stops every five
minutes to be given more tea by more parents,
more eggs, and more food. It was a bad day to be
a chicken. These people have no idea how weird it
is to be fed 50 times a day while people watch you
for signs of approval. They are all lovely and very
grateful for the work we do at the school. It really
was very special for me to finally get to meet them. I
was thoroughly told off though by most, as they only
found out I was coming that day and they didn’t
have time to feed me properly.
We got to Gantok at 10.30, just as the hotel was
closing but it had nice warm beds and a shower. I
am knackered today but quite proud we managed
it. The locals said they were proud of us too as it is
a very difficult walk and none of them thought we
could do it. I’m glad they kept that to themselves
before we went.
The much awaited third Great Vajra Guru
Thundup has began. It is a prayer festival attended
by re-incarnate lamas and hefty elder women with
plaits, prayer wheels and mean tempers. These
women know how to hurt you if you come between
them and their food. Last year they made a volunteer cry by elbowing her in the ribs and standing
on her feet. The prayer (which I can recite for you
later if I have to) has to be said 10 times. I think
that this is 10 times 100,000, since I am not good
at maths you need to work it out. It takes two weeks
and it is bedlam from beginning to end. The monk
promised me this year the kids would only have to
pray for two days but the Rinpoche (high lama)
requested their attendance, so they prayed sun up
to sun down for the whole thing.
The festival meant school went to hell in a hand
basket and I had a fight with an insane German
hippy about the value of education versus whacking
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seven year olds when they pray too fast. I felt I won
the fight but it was only a moral victory because he
is a hippy and in the end the seven year old still had
to keep praying slowly.
My friend Tan and I are doing fine. My flu
is gone and the bugs are biting her less than they
were. We have shopped ourselves stupid on clothes
and jewellery and have established a cottage industry in town making hats. The local women have
taken to stealing my knitting from me and giving
it back finished, so we have made a hell of a lot of
them. Living in the village is a lot of fun and I feel a
real sense of belonging this time because I know so
many of the locals. Even the postal worker seems to
hate me less this year.
We have had another outbreak of boils and
conjunctivitis. These kids put up with more than
anyone should have to, and what’s more they do
it silently, and show nothing but gratitude for the
pathetic efforts we make to help them feel better.
I found this week really very hard because I had
asked one of the teachers at school to take care of
the scabies. I stupidly assumed for a week that he
had, only to find out he had not and I ended up
having to take one of the kids to hospital because
his genitals were so bad. I feel stupid and quite
guilty for not checking, but I also had my hands full
with after-school tutoring among other things. But
now it is all organised and we are trying to deal with
it day by day.
The best part of the exercise was Prakash. He
is three and the young brother of two of the scabies
cases. He came into the bathroom to find his brothers naked, cold and covered in sores and promptly
burst into tears, so I was left holding the baby while
his brothers laughed at how silly he was. Their
ability to keep their sense of humour is astounding.
Also, the scabies kids now follow me around, just
checking I’m still here and making sure I don’t run
off. It is very touching. I have bought a lot of scabies
soap and wash myself with it a lot. It is amazing how

looking at this stuff makes you itch.
I love these kids far more than I had imagined
I could ever love someone else’s children and I am
dreading leaving. They ask almost daily how many
days are left and at present it is unclear whether I
will be able to extend my permit until June.
Class 7 are becoming my favourites and today
they set out to wreck me good and proper. I set them
the task of writing a poem or story about something
they really miss. It began okay with a dead dog and
unrequited love (they are 16) but went down the
hill when it got to the boys I know quite well. First
Lencho wrote about how his mother cries when
he has to go to school. The parents live near the
Chinese border in a very remote village and he
almost never sees them, but he then went all out
and wrote a page about how much he will miss me
and that he wishes I wouldn’t go. He lives in the
same house as the volunteers so we spend a lot of
time with him and he looked like he was going to
cry, which just about killed me.
Sukusing wrote a quite amazing poem about
his mother. She died a long time ago but not surprisingly, he is still struggling with the loss. He wouldn’t
show it to me in class but waited until the break and
then gave it to me. He is a lovely boy. I talked to him
for a bit and we both benefited from a good long
hug, but honestly, what can you say to him? I have
been talking to them a lot about how much they
have given us while we are teaching them and that
they are very special kids, but they are so sad.
Today I woke up at 6am for breakfast and
things went pear-shaped from there. I work with a
boy called Surej in the bakery. He is 19, very smart
and works hard for no pay.
I spend most of my time with him and am sadly
overprotective I guess. Anyway, I found him cowering in the kitchen this morning with bloody hands.
It took ages to get him to admit what was wrong
and he was badly shaken. It turns out he took the

monk’s car to see his parents the night before and
it slid off the road and hit a rock. He was not badly
hurt which was very lucky, but he was utterly terrified of the monk. I have to admit I was very unsure
of what the monk would do. When drunk he can be
utterly beastly with the kids. So I waited below the
stairs in case he took a swipe at Surej but in fact he
was calm.
The monk said the car was old and that he
would not press charges against Surej for it, but that
he had to pay to have it fixed today. Of course this
is impossible as Surej and his family are destitute. I
know it was a stupid mistake on his part to take the
car in the first place and try driving in the weather
we have been having and that having to pay for it is
the right punishment under normal circumstances.
But this is not a normal situation, and it had the
potential to wreck his whole life. So I paid for the
car to be fixed. I am worried it was the wrong thing
to do but at the time I couldn’t come up with a
better idea. I must sit him down and explain how
serious it is. The monk is not pleased that I bailed
him out but that is the least of my worries.
Surej is sick and embarrassed to have taken my
money and is still terrified of what the monk will do.
I told him he had been stupid and that although I
was quite happy to help, he needs to grow up and
learn from this.
It is so hard for these children, they get so little
chance to be kids and make kid mistakes. But he
also needs to accept that the other boys look up to
him and that he could well have died if the car had
skidded right off the cliff instead of left.
All in all things are going well, just hectic and
emotional. I love these kids out of all proportion
and I am so proud of them. They work harder than
most of us ever will and never complain, and every
year people walk away because it is too hard, so
they slowly learn that they are not worth the effort.
But they are, so I will be back next year, hopefully
for 6 months.
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RefugeeTransitions
A publication of the Forum of Australian Services
for Survivors of Torture and Trauma
Refugee Transitions exists to report on a wide
range of refugee and human rights issues of
relevance to the work of the members of the
Forum of Australian Services for Survivors of
Torture and Trauma (FASSTT). It aims to
•
•
•
•

focus attention on the impact of organised
violence and human rights abuses on health
provide ideas on intervention models to
address the health and social needs of
refugees
debate and campaign for changes necessary
to assist, empower and strengthen refugee
communities in their settlement process
provide a vehicle for cultural and personal
expression.

To receive a one year subscription (3 copies of
Refugee Transitions per year) please complete the
following form and send it to:
Refugee Transitions
PO Box 203 Fairfield NSW 2165
Name
Address

State			Postcode
Home telephone
Business telephone
Mobile
Email
Method of Payment
I have enclosed a cheque/money order (made
payable to Friends of STARTTS) for $36 (GST
inclusive)
Please charge $36 to my credit card
Bankcard
Cardholder’s Name
Card Number
Expiry date
Cardholder’s Signature
Date
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THE WAR ON TRUTH. 9/11, Disinformation,
and the Anatomy of Terrorism
by Nafeez Mosaddeq Ahmed
Olive Branch Press, 2005.
Reviewed by Vincent Sicari
The art of war is the art of
economic interests, power,
and deceit. It is often about the
sacrifice of the many for the few;
the manipulation of the weak by
the powerful; and the abnegation
of the rights of citizens for the
privilege of the governing class.
Nafeez Ahmed’s book, The War
on Truth is a fascinating study of
thismostingloriousandterrifying
of the arts. Nafeez Mosaddeq
Ahmed is a most accomplished
student of war, specifically
the so-called War on Terror, a
war that has been waged by
the governing elite of the most
powerful country on earth, some
people say the most powerful
country in the history of the
earth, against some of the most
impoverished,long-sufferingand
tormented countries that have
existed in modern times.

and ultimately of the western
democracies themselves. If Mr.
Ahmed is right the consequences
are unimaginable. It would mean
that far from a beacon of freedom
the world’s foremost democracy
is actually a beacon of fear, of
slavery and impoverishment, of
immorality and greed - of evil.

Mr. Ahmed is a skillful analyst.
He questions, dissects, and
forensically scrutinizes the War
on Terror and concludes that
it is actually a War on Truth.
Mr. Ahmed’s thesis is that the
Bush administration has stagemanaged the Afghan and Iraqi
wars and that it has done so
in a Machiavellian scheme to
gain control of a geo-strategic
region that is pivotal to the
fortunes of the ruling clique and
the nation it administers. This
is no trifling claim. It is a claim
that implies the cold blooded
murder of thousands and
possibly tens of thousands of
innocent individuals; it is a claim
that implies the condemnation
of millions more to a future
without a future; it is a claim
that implies a risk to the very
survival of peoples and nations

Mr. Ahmed’s book could be
considered to be one of a
genre that has developed since
9/11. It could be considered
to be a conspiracy theory like
any other. But this is a book
which demonstrates meticulous
research. It is a book whose
claims are backed by carefully
annotated quotations. It makes
no unreferenced statements.
It uses well-proved historical
methodology. Quotes are given.
References are sourced. The
only inferences are those that the
reader is invited to make on the
basis of the material presented. It
is a testimonial – to the murdered
thousands of the World Trade
Centre; to the misled people
of America; to the hundreds of
thousands of innocent Afghani
and Iraqi dead and maimed; to the
vanquished people of the world.

Could this be true? Could it
even contain a grain of truth?
And could the architects of
all this suffering be motivated
by such venal gains? It is Mr.
Ahmed’s book that attempts to
answer these chilling questions
- these questions that shake the
very underpinnings of Western
Civilization, the very core of
our beliefs, of our concept of
ourselves, and of the world order
that has resulted from September
the eleventh 2001.

The War on Truth is sub-titled
“9/11, Disinformation, and the
Anatomy of Terror”. It is about
all of these things. It analyses
the origins and development of
al Qaeda in the war against the
Soviet Union in Afghanistan.
It discusses Osama bin Laden
and his powerful and powerfully
connected family. It describes
the Saudi ruling elite and the
vast resources it controls; the
investments of the Saudi royal
family in the United States and
Europe; its connections with
the Bush family. It outlines the
role played by the United States
and its secret services in both
that war and in the wars that
followed. It appraises the links
forged between the Taliban,
the Pakistani regime of Pervez
Musharraf and the various
American administrations. And
it builds a case – a case that
needs to be answered but will
not be answered in any court
of law, a case that can only be
answered by each and every
reader of this book.
The War on Truth is a fascinating
read; it has a transparent quality;
its language is both lucid and
expressive; it has a penetrating
style that is engaging and clear.
It is a must for any observer of
the politics of fear that is known
as the War on Terror.
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The NSW Service for the
Treatment and Rehabilitation of
Torture and Trauma Survivors
(STARTTS) helps refugees deal
with their past experiences and
build a new life in Australia.
Our services include counselling,
group therapy, group activities and
outings, camps for children and
young people, English classes and
physiotherapy.
We also work with other
organisations and individuals to
help them work more effectively
with refugees.

Life in Sikkim.

Photo by Marion Orchison
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Opened in 1988, STARTTS is one
of Australia’s leading organisations
for the treatment of torture and
trauma survivors.

