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Message from the Forum
By JORGE AROCHE, 
Executive Director, STARTTS

Despite its long and vexatious history 
as one of the most pernicious enemies 
of civil society, at times of crisis the use 
of torture continues to be considered 
acceptable, openly or otherwise, by the 
very societies that condemn it.

societies that have made it the subject of 
prohibition through international human-
rights law, the laws of armed conflict and 
customary international law. 

The pro-torture arguments that emerge 
every now and then, in the context of 
various real or perceived threats, seem to 
have two focal points. 

One is predicated around the supposi-
tion that torture needs to be readily 
available as a (legalized) method of last 
resort to deal with potential so-called 
“ticking bomb scenarios”, where the use 
of abhorrent practices such as torture is 
justified by the even more horrendous 
consequences of the “threat”. 

The other focal point revolves around  
the definition of torture, and seeks to 
bypass the argument about the use of 
torture by simply redefining the methods 
used as something other than torture, 
and somehow better sounding and  
more acceptable.

either way, whether coated with a varnish 
of fear-induced legality or packaged 
and re-branded as something relatively 
innocuous, the practice of torture by 
any name remains noxious for any civil 
society, as it inevitably undermines the 
trust and respect for laws and institutions 
that underscore civil society. 

hence there is a  need to continue to 
reject the practice of torture in any 
context and by any name.

a few months ago i was privileged to 
attend a meeting of 130 organisations 
from around the world that are involved 
in torture and trauma services. it was 
organized and sponsored by the interna-
tional Rehabilitation council for Torture 
victims (iRcT) and included discussion 
of the pertinent question of how our 
services, so intimately acquainted with 
the effects of torture and all its variants, 
can contribute to this debate in a way 
that makes a difference in informing and 
educating the public. and of how such 
arguments can be channelled through 
international networks to maximize their 
reach and effectiveness.

Of course, international networks like the 
iRcT play an essential role in this context, 
and the meeting recognized this through 
a resolution urging the iRcT secretariat to 
retain international lobbying in torture-
related issues as one of its core activities 
and a priority. 

international advocacy is a sophisticated 
endeavour that requires appropriate infra-
structure, links and experience. at the 
same time, this role can be most effective 
as a complement to local and national 
initiatives that contribute to the debate of 
torture-related issues, human-rights viola-
tions, and the process of individuals and 
communities healing themselves from the 
effects of this scourge.

“Refugee Transitions’’ is one of the ways 
in which, as a service, sTaRTTs can make 
a contribution in this area. like any other 
source of information, however, it is only 
as effective as the number of people it 
reaches. You can assist us, therefore, 
by helping us reach new readers, or by 
providing us with ideas and suggestions 
on how to do this.

i am very happy with how this issue 
explores various angles related to our 
work as catalysts in the healing process, 
and the broader issues of human rights 
and refugees. i hope you share my 
enthusiasm.

jorge Aroche
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for many years Western sahara and 
east Timor were side by side on the United 
nations’ (Un) list of non-self-govern-
ing Territories, waiting for the moment 
to exercise their right to self-determina-
tion. The east Timorese were allowed to 
choose their future through a referendum 
in 1999. but the sahrawis, who had been 
promised a similar referendum in 1976, 
are still waiting. Thirty-one years is a long 
time and the new generations of sahrawi 
refugees are wondering how much longer 
they can last.

Western sahara was the theatre of 
one of africa’s most bitter and intractable 
wars. it started in 1975, when spain was 
forced to relinquish its colonial grip on 
the territory and then Morocco invaded it, 
followed by Mauritania. While local resist-
ance expelled the Mauritanians, Morocco 
increased its domination and now occupies 
80 percent of Western sahara, in defiance 
of international law. 

like most colonies, Western sahara 
was to achieve independence and decide 
its own future through a referendum on 
self-determination sponsored by the Un. 

in 1960, in a declaration on the granting 
of independence, the Un proclaimed: “all 
peoples have the right to self-determina-
tion. immediate steps shall be taken for 
territories, which have not yet attained 
independence, to transfer all powers to 
the people of these territories to enable 
them to enjoy complete independence 
and freedom.”

such a referendum never took place 
in Western sahara because Morocco 
sabotaged it. Morocco has continued to 
sabotage all attempts at self-determina-
tion, with delaying tactics and continuous 
obstructions, both open and concealed, to 
prevent a resolution over the future of the 
territory. 

some observers argued that Morocco 
was after natural resources. Others said 
that it was not a simple lust for minerals 
but an ideology of territorial expansion, 
founded on the ideal of recreating a 
supposed ‘greater Morocco’ of pre-
colonial times. 

Three decades later the territory’s 
long-suffering people are growing increas-
ingly impatient with their plight. large 

For more than 30 years 165,000 refugees  
from Western Sahara have been forced to live  
in camps in Algeria, while Morocco plunders  
their land. The United Nations and Western  
countries have repeatedly ignored their plight.  
But how much longer will the Sahrawis wait? 
OLGA YOLDI writes.

THE ROAD TO 
NOWHERE
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pro-independence demonstrations calling 
for the implementation of a long-overdue 
Un-mandated referendum on self-deter-
mination have been followed by a harsh 
crackdown. but sahrawis have not given 
up. “Their yearning for self-determina-
tion, their history of resistance to occupa-
tion, the plight of the refugees, and their 
denial of justice because of long-neglect-
ed Un resolutions, have led many to call 
the sahrawi people ‘The palestinians of 
africa’,” writes journalist Martin frazier. 

“To anyone visiting Western sahara 
for the first time, the landscape can seem 
as hostile as the ocean would be to a 
shipwrecked sailor,” writes Tony hodges, 
author of the book Western Sahara, The 
Roots of a Desert War. he describes it as 
being eerily silent and apparently lifeless 
in its vastness. “in most Western sahara, 
there appears to be nothing but rocks 
and stones, stretching interminably over 
monotonous plains, for mile upon mile.” 
in all, the territory covers 165,284 miles, 
an area slightly larger than the United 
kingdom. its borders extend for 1,271 
miles, with the atlantic Ocean on the 
west, Morocco to the north, algeria on 
the northeast and Mauritania to the east 
and south.

Many travelers have written about 
the harshness of the saharan climate. 
even on the coast, where the aridity of 
the desert is tempered by the moisture 
brought by the atlantic winds, annual 
rainfall is about two inches. very often 
it is even less. Temperatures soar to an 
oppressive heat in the middle of the day, 
then tumble during the night, dropping 
to freezing point inland on winter nights. 
besides these dramatic temperatures the 
sahrawis have to contend with desert 
winds and storms that sweep across the 
great plains, reducing visibility and envel-
oping everything in a cloud of sand. 

Despite the harshness of the climate 
and terrain, people have always lived in 
Western sahara. There were nomads, who 
travelled vast distances in search of water 
and pastures for their camels and goats. 
in the summer they would gather around 
wells. in the winter months when some 
rain fell they would migrate to the few 
pastures. nomads were at the mercy of 
the weather. They knew no frontiers. no 
wonder the camel riders called themselves 
‘sons of the clouds’.

This nomadic existence came to an 
end a few decades ago because of contin-
uous droughts and the development of 
phosphate mining. 

a tribal society, the sahrawis were 
governed by an assembly of forty, each 
representing one tribe. each tribe was 
divided into sub-tribes, which had so 
much autonomy that a colonial historian 
from spain described them as living in 
“complete anarchy”. 

spain proclaimed the territory a 
protectorate in 1885 and it was ratified 
at the berlin conference, which led 
to the partition of africa between the 
european powers. but sahrawis fiercely 
opposed the spanish forces. several liber-
ation movements were formed. The latest 
one, the polisario front, was founded in 
1973 in the struggle against the spanish 
occupation. 

Africa’s Last Colony
Over one billion people have been 

successfully decolonised over the past 50 
years, yet Western sahara is still recog-
nised by the international community as a 
non-self-governing territory. 

The spanish government had been 
reluctant to abandon the territory without 
either holding a referendum or passing the 
duty to the Un. but when both Morocco 
and then Mauritania occupied parts of it, 
the chance for a normal decolonisation 
process turned into a desperate struggle 
for survival, both for the sahrawi people 
and their country. 

Morocco, which wanted to claim 
sovereignty over the territory, based on 
past tribal ties with the monarchy, knew 
that the chances of winning a referendum 
were slim to none, so Morocco’s king 
hassan decided to intervene before the 
referendum could take place. in a delay-
ing tactic, he put his case before the inter-
national court of justice (icj). but the icj 
decided that Morocco did not have a legal 
claim over the territory: “the materials and 
information presented do not establish 
any tie of territorial sovereignty between 
the territory of Western sahara and the 
kingdom of Morocco or the Mauritanian 
entity.’’ 

as a show of defiance, king hassan 
claimed the opposite. The hague, he told 

his subjects, had vindicated his irredent-
ism: 350,000 Moroccan civilians would 
march into the spanish sahara in 1975 as 
mujahedin to reclaim it for the mother-
land. The green March, as it was to be 
known later, stopped short of reaching 
the spanish ‘dissuasion’ line. The Un 
urged Morocco to withdraw from sahara, 
but no effective action was taken when its 
resolutions were ignored.

To make matters worse, the Madrid 
accord (signed without the knowledge 
and sanction of the Un and without 
consulting the population of the territory, 
or following the procedures established 
by the Un for the non-self-governing 
territories) had transferred unilaterally the 
interim administration for the territory 
to spain, Morocco and Mauritania, until 
spain’s formal exit. self-determination 
would take place later, through a simple 
consultation with the colonially consti-
tuted body of tribal saharan elders, the 
jama’a. but before that could happen, the 
jama’a dissolved itself declaring the polisa-
rio the true representative of the Western 
saharan people. 

The decolonisation of Western sahara 
could not have happened at a worse time 
for spain. The government was in disarray 
as general franco collapsed into a fatal 
coma. 

“a power struggle ensued between 
those sympathetic to independence 
and those worried about relations with 
Morocco,” wrote journalist jacob Mundy. 
“While the latter pushed for the Un to 
apply pressure to stop hassan’s green 
March, the former initiated a contrary 
bilateral dialogue to arrange a mutually 
face-saving agreement with Rabat. but 
all around the leaderless spanish cabinet 
feared that a messy colonial war with 
Morocco was at hand.” 

spain withdrew from the sahara in 
1976, in return for 35 per cent of the 
phosphate mines and fishing rights 
in saharan waters for 10 years. a 
low-intensity war followed. Much 
of the population fled the territory 
to algeria. 

backed by algeria, polisario 
launched attacks against Moroccan and 

Mauritanian forces. although heavily 
outnumbered, superior knowledge of the 
terrain allowed polisario to roam unchal-
lenged in most of the territory.

“polisario became the most effective 
guerrilla movement in africa,” writes Tony 
hodges. “in military terms, it achieved far 

more than the sWapO in namibia or even 
frelimo in portuguese-ruled Mozambique. 
in 1979, it forced Mauritania to abandon 
its territorial claims and sue for peace. by 
1982 it had driven the Moroccan army 
into small enclaves near the coast covering 
no more than one sixth of the territory’s 
land area.” 

in 1982, polisario was on the verge of 
winning the war against Morocco when 
large-scale Us and french military 
assistance, including counter-insur-
gency equipment and training, 
changed the equation of the 

conflict in Morocco’s favour.
The war lasted until 1991 when a 

ceasefire agreement was established 
with the help of the Un, which installed 
a peacekeeping force called MinURsO. 
sahrawis were offered a chance at self-
determination, though this time hassan 

attempted to rig the vote by flooding the 
polls with Moroccan settlers, which polisa-
rio did not accept. 

in 1997 the former Us secretary of 
state, james baker, was appointed by Un 
secretary general kofi annan, to put the 
stagnated peace process back on track. in 
2001, he presented the framework agree-
ment, a plan that included the integra-

tion of Western sahara 
into Morocco as an 

autonomous region 
(without guarantee-
ing that the option 

wEStERN SAHARA: tHE ROAd tO NOwHERE

“The strong and respected position of women, 
the high literacy rates and the democratic 
government in exile could be an admirable role 
model in the region” Annette O’Neill

photos courtesy of nick and annette O’neill
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for independence would be included). The 
plan was inconsistent with the Un charter 
and was rejected by all parties.

in 2003, baker came up with a new 
proposal, the baker plan ii, which included 
a transitional period of four to five years of 
autonomy under Moroccan administration, 
followed by a referendum which would 
include three options: integration into 
Morocco, autonomy or outright independ-
ence. sahrawis, Moroccan settlers and 
refugees would participate in the vote. 

Though initially rejected, the plan was 
later accepted by polisario, but Morocco 
rejected it, forcing the Un to extend its 
mandate for the third time.

Morocco said the option of independ-
ence in the self-determination referendum 
was incompatible with the unquestion-
able principle of territorial integrity of the 
kingdom and therefore should be elimi-
nated from the plan. 

Observers said that Rabat could not 
bear the loss of control over the future of 
the territory during the autonomy period, 
or the uncertainty over the unpredictable 
outcome of the final status of the refer-
endum. Rabat also feared that a sahrawi 
autonomous region or a sahrawi state 
would trigger the development of nation-
alist movements in regions with a strong 
identity such as the Rif and southern 
regions. Morocco managed to block the 

plan without any legal sanction from the 
Un because it was safeguarded by the 
veto power of france, its close ally. 

 

A Sahrawi Republic
The majority of the sahrawi popula-

tion lives in refugee camps in Tindouf in 
southwest algeria since 1976. journal-
ist pascale harter, who visited the area 
near the camps, described it as dry and 
desolate. “it takes nine hours of bone-
shaking off-piste driving across hundreds 
of kilometers of barren desert. The only 
landmarks are the very occasional tent, 
inhabited by sahrawi nomads, surviving 
under the unrelenting sun with only a 
deep well of water and if they are wealthy, 
a few goats.”

 More than 165,000 sahrawi refugees 
have survived in these harsh conditions 
for the last three decades. Dependent 
on humanitarian aid, they live in tents 
or small houses made out of mud bricks. 
because conditions are not suitable for 
either animal husbandry or agriculture on 
a scale that could provide food for them, 
almost all supplies, including water, are 
brought in across huge distances. 

apart from the extreme tempera-
tures, 50 degrees during the day and 
below freezing at night, the refugees 

face other difficult conditions including 
frequent sandstorms.

administered by polisario, the camps 
have been acknowledged by foreign 
charities and relief organisations to be 
highly organised. The refugees elect their 
own councils, which coordinate the work 
of specialised committees for food distri-
bution, education, health care, crafts and 
justice. literacy rates are the highest in 
africa.

initially the camps were populated 
almost entirely by women, children and 
the elderly, so women were called upon 
to play a major part in the administration 
of the camps and also benefited from 
the mass literacy campaigns. “Women 
contribute to play a very prominent role in 
government,” says annette O’neill from 
the australia sahara association, who 
recently visited the camps. “The strong 
and respected position of women, the 
high literacy rates and the democratic 
government in exile could be admirable 
role model in the region.”

The refugees constitute the power 
base of polisario, which in 1976 proclaimed 
the birth of a new state, the sahrawi arab 
Democratic Republic (saDR). The polisa-
rio front became the saDR’s government 
in exile. The republic was proclaimed to 
emphasize that the sahrawi people “had 
affirmed their sovereignty and that it was 
no longer possible for a new colonisation 
to take place”. since then they have devel-
oped further their institutions and laid the 
foundations for a free and democratic 
society. 

Morocco’s foreign minister reacted 
furiously naming saDR “a virtual entity 
without any attribute of a sovereign 
state”. While some see it as a no-man’s 
land, just a collection of refugee camps, 
saDR is a member of the Organisation 
of african Unity and has been recognised 
as a state by 80 countries among them 
kenya and south africa. pedro pinto leite, 
a specialist in international law, writes: “it 
has all the attributes of a sovereign state, 
which fulfils the legal criteria for statehood 
provided by the Montevideo convention: 
a permanent population, a clearly defined 
territory, a government and the capacity 

to enter into relations with other states.’’
apart from seeking an internation-

ally recognised, independent sahrawi 
state, the movement’s ideological profile 
has been kept deliberately blurry and it 
has kept silent about the kind of policies 
and programs it might implement upon 
achieving full independence. Yet time has 
not been wasted. apart from running the 
refugee camps, saDR has built links with 
other countries and put in place the infra-
structure for a smooth transition to power. 

The establishment of saDR in the 
eastern part of the territory impelled 
Morocco and Mauritania to sign an 

agreement to partition the territory. The 
western, more populated, occupied side, 
rich in resources, is under the de facto 
administration of Morocco and the eastern 
15 per cent of the territory is under the de 
facto administration of saDR. both sides 
are divided by a military wall.

“This wall of sand over 2,600 
kilometers long and four meters high is 
surrounded by barbed wire, trenches and 
between three to five million land mines,” 
says kamal fadel, polisario’s representa-
tive in australia. “it has trapped sahrawis 
left behind who are unable to flee into 
the liberated area, or into the refugee 

camps in algeria,” he says. “nobody really 
knows what is going on in the occupied 
area. Through the internet we hear stories 
of oppression. lately there has been an 
uprising in the occupied area. people have 
been beaten, imprisoned and tortured.” 

amnesty international has been 
consistently critical of Moroccan human-
rights abuses. it says human-rights viola-
tions have continued to be perpetrated 
despite the presence, since 1991, of 
the Un Mission for the Referendum in 
Western sahara. amnesty says the mission 
does not have a comprehensive provision 
for monitoring the human-rights situation 

in Western sahara and that the limited 
human-rights safeguards contained in 
MinURsO’s mandate are not respected. 
“The lack of an effective international 
monitoring mission has enabled the 
Moroccan military to act with impunity in 
the region,” amnesty says. 

it is also the indifference of the inter-
national community that has enabled 
Morocco to get away with it. fadel 
attributes this to the fact that Western 
sahara is a low-intensity conflict. “because 
we have kept a low profile, have steered 
away from acts of terrorism, have never 
violated the cease fire and have always 

cooperated, the world has forgotten about 
us,” he says. “international attention is 
normally drawn towards high-intensity 
conflicts like the war in iraq.” 

Rich in resources 
There is no doubt that the territory’s rich 
natural resources have played an important 
role in the occupation. Western sahara has 
vast fishing, phosphate, uranium, iron and 
natural gas, and is believed to have signifi-
cant offshore oil deposits. There are large 
french and spanish economic interests in 
the area, which have important strategic 
aspects (oil routes).

because it remains a non self-govern-
ing territory - divided and contested - the 
exploitation of natural resources remains 
highly controversial. 

The quest for oil has attracted much 
attention lately since Morocco announced 
it had granted reconnaissance licenses to 
Us oil-and-gas giant kerr-Mcgee, which 
signed a potentially lucrative agreement 
with the Moroccan government to map 
Western sahara’s offshore oil resources. 

Yet the Un has ruled that exploita-
tion of oil without the consent of the 
sahrawis is illegal. Under-secretary-
general for legal affaires, hans corell, 
has made it clear that sahara is a non-
self-governing territory and Morocco is 
not the legal administrative power. corell 
concluded that “while the contracts are 
not in themselves illegal, if further explo-
ration and exploitation activities were to 
proceed in disregard to the interests and 
wishes of the people of Western sahara, 
they would be in violation of the princi-
ples of international law applicable to 
mineral resource activities in non-self-
governing territories”.

last year, the fisheries Ministry of the 
european Union (eU) voted in favour of a 
fisheries partnership agreement between 
the eU and Morocco. The legality of such 
agreement has also been questioned and 
criticised since it includes the waters of the 
disputed Western sahara. it is feared that 
the agreement provides legitimisation to 
Morocco’s occupation. 

wEStERN SAHARA: tHE ROAd tO NOwHERE

The occupation has been bleeding Morocco 
militarily, diplomatically and financially

photos courtesy of nick and annette O’neill
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the status quo to be more tolerable than 
any of the possible solutions. however the 
international community cannot wait for 
the conflict to deteriorate from being a 
source of potential instability in the region 
to being a threat to international peace 
and security.”

The Us is concerned that a political 
vacuum in the militarily strategic triangle 
of south-western algeria, northern Mauri-
tania and Western sahara, could play into 
the hands of terrorist groups operating in 
the sahara’s vast expanses. The pan sahel 
initiative, which seeks to prevent al Qaeda 

from using the lawless saharan borders as 
an operational haven, has intensified Us 
interest in resolving the issue. however 
finding a political solution won’t be an 
easy task.

What makes the conflict so intractable 
is subject of much debate. carmen john 
from MinURsO attributes this to the fact 
that the parties involved have no common 
ground. “indeed, they do not even share 
a vocabulary,” she said.

jacques Roussellier also attributes it 

to the different perspectives of the two 
main players in this conflict: Morocco 
and algeria. “it is not merely a standard 
post-colonial conflict among territorial 
integration, independent statehood and 
partition, the Western sahara issue elicits 
a deeper resonance of clashing national 
and ideological identities … of a deeper 
rivalry between two competing national 
identities and developmental approach-
es,” he writes. 

Roussellier says Western sahara 
shares the characteristics of similar inter-
national conflicts: “a strong sense of 

identify, entrenched grievances (histori-
cal, political, economic), the continued 
option of armed conflict as a possible 
solution, the entanglement of complex 
internal and external processes, resilient 
vested interests in continuing antagonis-
tic approaches instead of exploring more 
risk-prone solutions and the emergence 
of new complicating factors (such as a 
sahrawi identity antihetic to Morocco’s 
integrationist design).”

last year the Moroccan government 

signed a separate trade agreement with 
the Us and the eU. This could have been 
used as strategic leverage to pressure 
Morocco to seek a resolution, yet Western 
sahara was not part of the discussions. 
While the Us approach emphasizes 
support for a negotiated political settle-
ment, it does not want to destabilise 
Morocco.

at present no resolution over the 
future of the territory seems imminent. 
polisario continues to push the moral case 
for independence hoping that interna-
tional pressure will eventually break the 
deadlock. “With remittances and overdue 
pensions from spain improving standards 
in the camps, along with the rise of a small 
economy and almost guaranteed support 
from the international community, the 
exiled sahrawis can hold out for some 
time to come,” writes jacob Mundy. The 
question is how much longer? 

The biggest challenge will be to 
find a formula that resolves the conflict 
without vindicating one side and delegiti-
mising the other. We may need to wait 
for future generations to come up with a 
solution, for the time being it is hard to 
imagine Morocco ever giving up Western 
sahara and polisario ever abandoning 
their claim to it. n

it is not hard to imagine who the 
main beneficiaries of such agreements will 
be. as jakob Mundy wrote in Le Monde 
Diplomatic: “not only does Morocco 
illegally earn billions of dollars each year 
from the rich fishing off the coast, but top 
generals in the Moroccan armed forces 
now have controlling stakes in those key 
industries. The confluence of economic 
and military interests in the sahara is one 
of the major reasons behind Morocco’s 
rejectionist attitude when it comes to a 
referendum.” 

While it is true that Morocco has 
invested in infrastructure in Western 
sahara and has subsidised food and fuel 
in the territory, the main aim has been to 
attract Moroccan settlers. “Without such 
policies it would simply not have been 
possible for settlers to survive in such 
numbers given the limited infrastructure 
available under spanish rule,” writes 
Tony shelly author of End Game in the 
Western Sahara. “even with this expend-
iture many thousands of Moroccans 
in the Western sahara live in abysmal 
conditions,” he writes. “When it comes 
to resource exploitation, the benefits to 
sahrawis are increasingly marginal … Oil 
exploitation will follow the same pattern 
except that the revenues will flow direct-
ly to the coffers of the Moroccan state. 
and the employment generation will be 
negligible.”

so far Western sahara campaign-
ers have achieved notable successes in 
persuading smaller players in the indus-
try to keep out of the territory. Western 
sahara Resource Watch, an international 
coalition of 20 organisations on four 
continents, is now mobilising the world 
community against kerr-Mcgee’s role. 
it says the company “puts profits before 
principles and directly undermines the Un 
peace process”.

polisario and its supporters are 
seeking to counter Moroccan exploitation 
through a variety of strategies, including: 
the threat of legal action against the eU, 
lobbying campaigns against companies 
working in or importing from the Western 
sahara, and issuing of exploration licenses 
and options in the name of the saDR.

human-rights campaigners say that 
kerr-Mcgee’s actions will be seen as a 
green light for other industries to work in 
the area. “That would act as a backdoor 
legitimation of Moroccan rule and would 

assist Morocco to fund its project in the 
territory; would run counter to apparent 
Us policy and undermine a Un process that 
has already run into the sand,” they say.

A stubborn stalemate 
jacques Roussellier, a scholar from 

the Middle east institute, describes this 
conflict as one of the most complex and 
yet unresolved post-colonial issues faced 
by the Un and the international commu-
nity. “This is a conflict,” he says, “that 
continues to challenge even the most 
seasoned international negotiators.” 

Diplomatic efforts having failed, 
a return to violence is always on the 
cards. polisario says that it is ideologically 
opposed to terrorism and will only wage 
a clean war of national liberation. “The 
choice of the sahrawi to follow the path 
of peace stems from their peaceful nature 
and the political conviction that underpins 
our state,” saDR president, Mohammed 
abdelaziz, says. 

Observers however say that a radical 

section of the polisario could emerge to 
challenge the diplomatic efforts of its 
current leadership, which could be enough 
to tip the region once again into war. it is 
not clear if algeria would tolerate a return 
to the violence. There is also doubt as to 
whether polisario would have the capacity 
to sustain another full-scale war. 

“it would be a guerrilla war that 
neither polisario nor Morocco are in a 
position to win,” researcher pablo san 
Martin writes in African Affairs. “polisa-
rio’s objective would be to destabilise 
Morocco. it would also be a further blow to 
the already damaged credibility of the Un 
which, after years of unsuccessful peace 
negotiations and more than 600 millions 
of dollars invested, would have no choice 
but to acknowledge its own failure.” 

however the longer the stalemate 
continues the more volatile the situation 
becomes. Unrest is growing not only in the 
refugee camps but also in the occupied 
territories. san Martin writes that if there 
were to be a referendum today, even 
Moroccan settlers would probably vote 
for independence. “if the growing social 
discontent has fuelled the rise of political 
islamism in Morocco, in Western sahara 
it has contributed to increase the appeal 
of the ‘secessionist’ movement among 
settlers,” he writes. “Moroccan settlers 
have joined young native sahrawis in the 
revolts, demonstrating that their attach-
ment to the kingdom should not be taken 
for granted.” san Martin attributes the 
growing discontent to the king’s failed 
attempts to modernise and democratise 
Morocco. 

The occupation has been bleeding 
Morocco militarily, diplomatically and 
financially. its actual military expenditure 
is Us$2 million per day. “Morocco is a 
poor country, it can hardly afford this. This 
money should be used to build the country, 
instead it is being wasted driving people 
to desperation,” says kamal fadel. 

There is a lack of political will from 
the international community to bring 
a resolution to the crisis. The secretary 
general of the Un said: “as long as 
Western sahara does not advance on the 
political agendas, many countries will find 

wEStERN SAHARA: tHE ROAd tO NOwHERE

“Polisario became the most effective guerrilla 
movement in Africa” Tony Hodges
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Five years after the attacks of 
September 11, 2001, the focus 
continues to be on the victims  
of those attacks. 
NOORIA MEHRABY writes that 
people of Islamic faith have been 
re-traumatised by these events 
and their coverage in the media. 

‘WAR ON TERROR’ 
Impacts on Muslim refugees  
re-settling in the West

  Isolation vs 
      Integration

The trauma and suffering experienced 
because of terrorist acts in the United 
states, Madrid and london, have also 
contributed to a sense of lack of safety 
and belonging for Muslim people. 

closer to home, the bali bombings 
and cronulla riots have perpetuated this 
feeling of insecurity. The crisis in lebanon 
also compounded these feelings. 
Together, they have had a significant 
impact on the psychosocial wellbeing and 
employment opportunities of Muslims. 
in addition, Muslims have experienced 
unprecedented levels of individual racism 
and systematic discrimination. While i 
acknowledge the pain inflicted by these 
events on everyone affected, the focus 

of this article is on the impact of 
these events and the ensuing 

war on terror on Muslims.  

people who have experienced or 
witnessed a traumatic event such as war, 
imprisonment or torture can be re-trauma-
tised by exposure to events which symbol-
ize their experiences of trauma, such as 
images of war on television. 

after september 11, this secondary 
traumatisation has affected many refugees. 
a 2002 study conducted on refugees 
from vietnam, cambodia, laos, bosnia 
and somalia indicates that post-traumatic 
stress symptoms were re-activated among 
many refugees in response to the widely 
televised images from september 11. 

The most common reactions reported 
were fear, uncertainty and insecurity. The 
strongest responses were among refugees 
from bosnia and somalia, who were 
already suffering from post-traumatic 
stress disorder. This may be attributed 

photo by andrea seemann
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to the more recent exposure of these 
two groups to atrocities, their islamic 
backgrounds and the geographic proxim-
ity of their homelands to the Middle east 
and afghanistan.

“The impact of september 11 on 
a group of afghan refugees holding 
Temporary protection visas has left them 
extremely helpless and with a pathologi-
cal sense of shame” pearl fernandes, a 
sTaRTTs psychologist says. “Their initial 
response to the event was shock, confu-
sion, disbelief, fear and concern about 
their safety and personal integrity. This 
was followed by anger at the perceived 
injustice and unfairness of the response 
to september 11. people had been 
persecuted and dying because of organ-
ized violence for years in afghanistan 
but suddenly the world was interested. 
although most condemned the terror-
ist attacks,” she added. fernandes cites 
one afghan refugee as saying “One day 
5,000 people die, the whole world is 
shocked. for 23 years innocent afghans 
have been killed and not a word is said 
by anyone”.  

another afghan refugee while 
showing his empathy towards the victims 
said: “We have been at war for 24 years. 
We are sorry for the people of america 
and have great sympathy for them, but 
our poor countrymen and women and 
devastated homeland shouldn’t pay the 
price for somebody else’s action. bin-
laden is not an afghan; afghans have 
never been terrorists.” 

The preparations for war and the 
images of war on television not only 
brought back many of their traumatic 
experiences but also created extreme 
anxiety and hyper-vigilant responses. 
Muslim refugees no longer assume they 
will be safe anywhere or at any time. 

an iranian woman, who lost two 
children during the iran-iraq war, tearfully 
stated “it’s not just watching it on televi-
sion for me, it is all real”. 

an afghan  refugee who lost 61 
members of his family during the war 
in afghanistan  said, “this is killing us 
slowly, piece by piece, it is worse than the 
Russian occupation as we did not know 
the Russians would attack us but now we 

know what will happen, i do not feel safe 
in australia”. 

another iranian woman, who 
presented with severe anxiety after the 
war in iraq said, “the next target is iran, 
my homeland is going to be destroyed, 
what will happen to my family?” 

by contrast some clients disassoci-
ated themselves from the world events. 
They found in avoidance and denial a way 
of coping with the confronting reality of 
a war and the potential consequences for 
their loved ones and their community. 

a 16-year-old afghan was heard to say 
“i want to cut off myself from the world. i 
do not want to hear anything about what 
is happening in afghanistan”. 

Many feel this is a war against islam. 
a 70-year-old afghan refugee consid-
ered his silence as a failure to protect 
his faith saying “god will punish me for 
not defending islam.” another afghan 
man said: “This is a war against islam, 
we are not terrorists. islam is a religion of 
peace.”

some refugees who previously were 
not strict Muslims have become so, 
thereby renewing their wounded spirits. 
Others are so ashamed of the associa-
tion that has been made between islam 
and terrorism they have stopped practic-
ing altogether, no longer wanting to be 
targets of racist attacks. 

an iraqi woman said: “i stopped 
praying and took off my headscarf. i 
cannot stand being called a terrorist.”

Muslim families are carrying increased 
psychological stress caused by the on-
going trauma associated with current 
world events. family tension and stress 
can result in interpersonal conflict. This is 
particularly true among people who are in 
mixed marriages. 

in addition concerns about the safety 
of family members caught in the war, 
as well as pressure to provide financial 
support to them, are sources of stress for 
Muslim families, especially those from the 
Middle east.

Racism and  
discrimination

There is a greater likelihood of re-
traumatisation in situations where individ-
uals and communities also experience 
racism and discrimination.

The situation for Muslims living in 
australia and other Western cultures 
has become further complicated by the 
unhelpful and distorted association of 
terrorism and violence with the words 
islam and Muslim. 

september 11 evoked fear and confu-
sion in mainstream australian society. 
Many people stereotyped all Muslims as 
terrorists or as unable or unwilling to fit 
into Western society.

 They blamed Muslims for the events 
and tried to differentiate themselves from 
those of the islamic faith. 

This occurs in the sporting world, for 
example alan jones commenting that a 
Muslim cricket player was a terrorist. The 
letter pages of some australian papers are 
close to vitriolic about Muslims. in politi-
cal circles criticism of Muslims has become 

commonplace, christian leaders are also 
quick to point to the apparent failings of 
islam and its followers.

some people have formed a negative 
view about many Muslim communities 
because they perceive them to be involved 
in acts of terrorism. They are frightened 
of having Muslim people in their society 
at all. Others express their sympathy and 
support. 

The anger, resentment, labelling, 
distancing, and blaming have been 
expressed in various ways.  it has become 
common to hear reports of stigmatization, 
fear, rejection, harassment and discrimina-
tion towards Muslims. 

Mosques have been burnt and vandal-
ised, headscarves pulled from women and 

Muslim children rejected by their peers at 
school. an australian born 13-year-old 
girl of afghan refugee parents, who was 
rejected by her peers said: “My friend does 
not want to talk with me any more as she 
thinks i am related to bin-laden”.  

some were called Osama or Taliban, 
while others were labelled as terrorists. 
These attitudes compounds the difficul-
ties associated with attempts to gain their 
cultural identity.

Muslim youth born or raised in 
australia suffered additional discrimina-
tion after the cronulla riots when more 
than 100 people from both parties were 
arrested and charged with assault, riot 
and affray. 

some lost their jobs, while others can 
never have a professional career because 
of their criminal records. Most of the 
young men from both sides regret their 
involvement in this one-off event, but face 
a life-long scar. 

Media influence was identified as a 
major provoking factor. for most Muslims 
and non-Muslims their decision to get 
involved was based on emotion.  

Refugees who are nominal Muslims, 

or those who are practicing religions other 
than islam, still suffered from racism due 
to their so-called “Middle-eastern appear-
ance”. 

a 25-year-old iraqi security guard was 
instructed by his employer “Do not allow 
entry to the club of people who look like 
you”.

 psychologists g newman and Davida-
hizar wrote in the International Nursing 
Review that since the attacks on new York 
and Washington Dc in september 2001 
increased racial and religious hostility has 
left people of Middle-eastern or Muslim 
appearance fearful. 

a significant number of afghan and 
iraqi refugees are targeted. This is despite 
these groups having fled from persecu-

ISOLAtION vS INtEGRAtION

“One day 5000 people 
die, the whole world is 
shocked. For 23 years 

innocent Afghans have 
been killed and not a 

word is said by anyone.”

islam is the second largest religion in the world. Muslims account for up 

to 1.6 billion of the world’s population of which about 20 percent are 

arab. it should be noted that not all Muslims are arab and not all arabs 

are Muslim. in fact, the largest population of Muslims are in indonesia, 

pakistan, india and china. although in the Middle east more than 94 

percent of people are Muslim. The Middle east is the birthplace of judaism, 

christianity and islam.

More than 70 percent of the world refugees are Muslims. There are an 

estimated 16-17 million Muslims living in western countries, of those, six 

million live in the United states, two million in the United kingdom, over 

six million in france, six hundred thousand in canada and three hundred 

thousand in australia. 

The word “islam” means peace and submission to god’s will and a Muslim 

is one who is safe and sound, at peace in this world and the next. The 

arabic word “salaam”, or peace, is generally used amongst arab Muslims 

when they are greeting one another.

Muslim refugees no longer assume they will  
be safe anywhere or at any time. 

photo by Miguel ferreira
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Islam is based on five practices:
•		Bearing witness that there is no God but Allah and that Muhammad 

is the messenger of Allah.

•		Establishing regular prayer (most pray five times a day)

•		Fasting for the whole month of Ramadan, unless ill or frail

•		Giving charity regularly (Zakat), 

•		Pilgrimage to Mecca (Haj) once in a lifetime if one can afford it.

There are two denominations of Islam:
•		The Sunni (traditionalists): At about 85 percent the Sunni 

comprise the largest branch of Islam and are usually considered 
traditionalist or orthodox.

•		The Shiites (sectarians): comprise 15 percent of Muslims and 
live mainly in Iran, Iraq, Yemen, Pakistan, Lebanon and Oman.

tion from the very same regimes that are 
opposed by the west for their support of 
terrorism, such as the Taliban and saddam 
hussein. 

The discrimination is based on their 
nationalities and religious beliefs. a 
hazara (afghan persecuted by the Taliban) 
refugee said: “We were the ones that 
suffered enormously during the Taliban 
regime, yet wherever we go people think 
we are terrorists.” 

a kurdish iraqi man whose sister and 
her children are missing since the recent 
war in iraq said: “We kurds were victims 
of saddam hussein but we are also paying 
the price now”. 

The “border protection legislation” 
introduced soon after september 11 left 
Temporary protection visa (Tpv) holders 
feeling further humiliated and discrimi-
nated against. 

a hazara Tpv holder expressed his 
frustration by saying: “how many terrorist 
would take the risk of putting their lives 
in the hands of smugglers and throwing 
themselves in the ocean?” 

The more recent “terrorism protec-
tion legislation” that allows people to be 
detained without trial left Muslim families 
feeling horrified and unsafe. They are 
extremely anxious about their children. 

for most it is a reminder of the situa-
tions they thought they had left behind, 
where they felt helpless and powerless, 
unable to protect their children. 

a 45-year-old afghan woman whose 
two sons were taken by the communist 
regime and never returned home said “i 
am shaking inside, i lost my sleep, i think 
the same thing might happen to my living 
son here in australia”.

some Muslim communities in 
australia have felt moments of helpless-
ness and hopelessness. at times it seems 
there is no way out. “it is a permanent 
scar on our reputation, wherever we go 
people think we are terrorists,” an elderly 
afghan man in a sTaRTTs’ group said.

Muslim communities are diverse, 
particularly those from Middle-eastern 
backgrounds. They are fragmented along 
the lines of nationality, ethnicity, religion, 
language and politics. Despite their differ-

ences they are united in their response to 
the crisis, holding support groups, social 
gatherings and specific religious ceremo-
nies. 

community members felt great 
sympathy for the civilians who were caught 
in the war on terror as well as the war in 
lebanon. in order to support them they 
are collecting money, clothes and food. 

although a minority of groups use 
islam to justify their extreme ideas and 
acts of terrorism, they do not represent 
islam. nor are they supported by the vast 
majority of Muslims. 

in fact, by and large, Muslims 
condemned these terrorist acts. Muslims 
themselves have been among the 
victims of those attacks. for instance, 
12 afghans lost their lives on  septem-
ber 11 while, a 21-year-old pakistani 
girl, was among several Muslims who 
were killed in the london bombings. 

STARTTS  
holistic approach

sTaRTTs has provided a multilevel 
intervention for the refugees directly 
affected by the “war on terror”, such as 
afghans and iraqis, as well as refugees 
who have been indirectly affected. 

The holistic approach includes individ-
ual support, group intervention, working 
with schools, community consultation, 
education campaigns and training for 
service providers. 

Muslims are most likely to seek assist-
ance from family, close friends, a commu-
nity member or a trusted iman or scholar. 

While a Muslim therapist would 
be closer to the client’s reality many 
islamic clients accept non-Muslim thera-
pists, generally of the same gender as 
themselves.

On an individual counselling level, 
creating a sense of safety is crucial. This 
allows clients to freely express their 
feelings and talk about their worries and 
concerns. 

confidentiality is the most important 
element of safety for Muslim clients and 

helps the therapist to establish trust and a 
rapport with them. 

in this environment, their symptoms 
can be normalized and their feelings 
validated. it is important for a therapist 
to be impartial and open-minded. The 
therapist’s non-judgemental attitude will 
reassure Muslim clients and enable them 
to explore matters which they might not 
otherwise talk about.

following the attacks and their after-
math we found that some clients made 
frequent visits to sTaRTTs regardless 
of appointment times, “i can not find 
anywhere else but sTaRTTs to talk about 
my feelings,” said an afghan man.

On the other hand, some clients 
became so paralyzed that they stopped 
coming to seek assistance: “i don’t want 
to move out of my home i am completely 
immobilized and numb,” said a kurdish 
iraqi woman.

spirituality and religious beliefs have 
been a common coping mechanism for 
many Muslims. The divine decrees in 
islamic beliefs help them to think that 
everything is in the “hands of god”. in 
these helpless circumstances nothing can 
help but trusting god and returning to 
him.

“When i pray to god to save my 
family i get some relief, everything is in his 
hands,” said an afghan woman. it is also 
important for the therapist to value their 
religious beliefs and cultural norms. 

in many islamic cultures, religion plays 
a significant role in everyday practice. it is 
therefore difficult to practice psychother-
apy without considering their cultural and 
religious values. 

in addition, some cognitive ap-
proaches such as relaxation techniques, 
breathing exercises and positive thinking 
helps some clients to reduce their anxiety. 

One useful intervention is to explore 
with clients the impact of television 
images on them and to encourage them 
to turn off “the box” to avoid exposure to 
mediated conflict. 

clients responded variously: some 
followed the advice while others found it 
difficult to do so; “turning off the televi-
sion is like turning off the world,” said 

ISOLAtION vS INtEGRAtION

an iraqi woman. “My family is in the fire, 
how could i switch off the television? my 
heart is burning along with them,” said an 
afghani man.

clients have also been encouraged to 
connect with their own community and 
resource network.

in addition to individual therapy, group 
interventions are provided. With some 
Muslim communities such as afghans, 
group interventions seem to be more 
effective during crisis times. however, for 
some communities where the levels of 
mistrust and community fragmentation 
are high it is not practical. 

One-off support groups as well as 
short-term group interventions have been 
conducted at schools with significant 
positive effects.

Other interventions include commu-
nity consultation, continuous contact 
and support, training for school staff and 
other service-providers and an education 
campaign. 

all sTaRTTs’ interventions empha-
sise impartially and neutrality. in addition 
Muslim communities themselves have 
become a valuable source of support for 
clients.

addressing the various levels of 
clients’ psychological and social systems 
has provided crucial support for them 
during difficult times. a holistic approach 
combined with impartiality and neutrality 
has helped us achieve this. 

in addition to the support provided 
through sTaRTTs and its coalition sister 
services throughout australia, i believe 
it is time for all of us, as australian 
citizens, clinicians and health profes-
sionals to participate in an education 
campaign to increase awareness about 
Muslims, so they are no longer confused 
with terrorists. 

i believe that by taking a small step 
we can make a big difference. let’s nOT 
be silent. 

Nooria Mehraby a refugee herself is a senior 

clinician who has more then 18 years work 

experience with refugees and has been 

employed by STARTTS since 1995. Nooria has 

presented papers at a number of national and 

international conferences and is the author 

of many publications (including two textbook 

chapters) on cross-cultural counselling, working 

with children and issues affecting refugees.  n
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Detention centres have damaged the mental health 
and well being of asylum seekers. REBECCA HINCHEY 

reports on the findings of recent research.

Many of us believe that immigra-
tion detention and temporary protection 
visas (Tpv) are detrimental to the mental 
health of asylum seekers and refugees. 
Yet providing solid evidence that supports 
what most of us know instinctively or 
anecdotally has been difficult. 

zachary steel, a senior lecturer at 
the centre for population Mental health 
Research, at the University of nsW, recent-
ly joined sTaRTTs researcher Dr shaken 
Momartin and sTaRTTs counsellor nooria 
Mehraby at a clinical evening to look at 
the negative mental health impacts of 
these two policies. 

The speakers reviewed a mix of 
quantitative and qualitative research that 
has progressively built an evidence-base 
that leaves little doubt as to how harmful 
these two policies have been for refugees 
and asylum seekers living in australia.

Opening the presentation, Mr steel 
provided a political and media context to 
the policies. based on assumptions of a 
serious threat of a flood of asylum seekers 
from the north, the new laws received 
bipartisan support from the major politi-
cal parties.  

They were executed against a 
backdrop of media saturation about the 
‘human tidal wave’ and a fierce election 
campaign, as the prime Minister said: ‘We 
decide who comes to this country and the 
circumstances in which they come’. 

at the same time, the then Minis-
ter for immigration phillip Ruddock and 
the immigration Department painted a 
picture of the detention centres as being 
benign institutions where the welfare and 
needs of detainees, including women and 
children, were cared for in a culturally 
sensitive manner. 

Living in 
CAPTIvITY
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it was stated that health and welfare servic-
es were provided at a level that was not avail-
able to many australians living in the general 
community. a number of tabloid newspapers 
and right-wing media commentators suggested 
that the detention centres were akin to five-star 
resort hotels. 

Mr steel pointed out that the picture that 
emerged from within the detention centres 
differed substantially from the official one. 
Reports from many sources, including the testi-
mony of former detainees and detention-centre 
health staff as well as the findings of official 
investigations, suggested that many detainees 
suffered from symptoms of chronic psychologi-
cal distress that increased as the length of deten-
tion increased. 

a pivotal moment in this debate occurred 
with the publication of an insider’s account in 
the Medical journal of australia by Dr aamer 
sultan, a physician detained in villawood, and 
co-authored by kevin O’sullivan a psychologist 
who had worked at the same facility (sultan et 
al. 2001). 

They documented a process of psychologi-

cal disintegration amongst the detainees the 
longer the period of detention lasted. The first 
three months in detention were seen as relative-
ly non-symptomatic as detainees believed that 
their detention would be short lived maintaining 
their belief in the integrity and fairness of the 
australian refugee system.  

The next stage identified by the authors as 
the primary depressive stage often commenced 
on news of the first rejection of their refugee 
application. This is followed by a secondary 
depressive stage after about nine months where 
symptoms such as sleeplessness and fatigue 
increase. 

The third tertiary depressive stage is dominat-
ed by hopelessness and a passive acceptance of 
their fate. asylum seekers become highly fearful 
and apprehensive and often develop paranoid 
tendencies. some become isolated from other 
detainees and develop psychotic symptoms often 
coupled with chronic rage. behaviours such as 
repetitive rocking and aimless wandering are 
characteristic of this tertiary depressive state.

an almost identical process of psychological 
destruction was documented by harold bilboe, 

LIvING IN CAptIvIty

a psychologist who was employed for 
14 months at the Woomera and curtin 
detention centres in south australia and 
Western australia. 

in evidence provided to the human 
Rights and equal Opportunity commis-
sions’ inquiry into children in deten-
tion, 16 july 2002, Mr bilboe stated that 
“family roles break down significantly. 
We actually started time-lining the break-
down of individuals. We classify the first 
three months as being a state of euphoria, 
hope, dreams. The next three months, as 
they are going through all of their inter-
views and there is anxiety starting to build 
up,” he said. 

“after six months we start to see a 
deterioration in the emotional and psycho-
logical well-being of individuals, a signifi-
cant start in the increase of self-harm. be it 
hunger strikes, emotional anxiety, psycho-
logical disturbances developing, increased 
requests for assistance for sleep, which is 
an indication of depression, medication 
for depression, more active involvement in 
disturbances and in self-harm.”

“so, yes, i have seen people age on a 
daily basis. i have seen middle-aged men 
become old men in months”.

Three more recent studies provided 
the quantitative data that supports the 
accuracy of these observations. The first of 
these was carried out amongst a sample 
of 10 families consisting of 14 adults and 
20 children held in a detention centre for 
more than two years (steel et al. 2004). 

The study was based on a near-
complete sample of families from the 
same ethnic group held in a single deten-
tion facility in remote australia. almost all 
of the adults and children had traumatic 
experiences while in detention including 
boredom, isolation and poor quality food. 

Often detainees would receive the 
same meal, three times a day for extended 

periods. less prevalent but more traumatic 
were experiences such as being woken at 
night for a head count (12 children) and 
being physically assaulted by officers (7 
children, 12 adults).

Using structured diagnostic interviews 
they were able to determine the preva-
lence of mental-health disorders prior to 
detention, which were comparable with 

the sort of levels you would see in many 
post-conflict and refugee populations. 

Yet after two years in detention 
almost the entire population had devel-
oped severe mental health disorders, 
a prevalence rarely seen in any other 
refugee populations.   Rates moved from 
five disorders among 20 children prior 
to detention to 50 disorders among the 
same 20 children post-detention. The 
disorders they examined were depres-
sion, post traumatic stress disorder, bed-
wetting, separation anxiety and opposi-
tional defiant disorder. 

The study provided the first concrete 
evidence of extremely high levels of 
psychological distress among detained 
populations, however it was potentially 
limited by the fact that the research was 
a point-in-time study, conducted via 
telephone interviews. 

it was possible that respondents were 
exaggerating their symptoms in order to 
try and gain attention to their condition. 
The then immigration Minister phillip 
Ruddock took a very negative attitude to 
the findings of the study stating that the 
findings were “based on the preconceived 

ideas of the researchers who have been 
advocates of the dismantling of manda-
tory detention and who followed a partic-
ular line of questioning and reasoning to 
ensure a result satisfactory to themselves” 
(Ruddock 2003). 

The minister argued that the research 
was seriously flawed stating that the 
“findings are based on telephone inter-

views without a full knowledge of any 
pre-existing health conditions, or any 
interventions undertaken by the depart-
ment and the specialists involved in treat-
ing the children.” 

he also said: “that it ignores the other 
obvious factors that influence mental 
health and which may have been present 
before arrival in australia, for example, 
experiences in their home country or 
on their journey to australia, any family 
history of mental health problems and 
individual resilience” (Ruddock 2003).

Many of the apparent limitations of 
this first scientific study were substantially 
addressed by a second study reported by 
Dr sarah Mares and Dr jon jureidini, who 
had provided child and family treatment 
to a remote detention facility over a two-
year period (Mares et al. 2004). 

Thus the clinical observations and 
diagnoses reported in this study were 
derived across the longitudinal course 
of care, addressing concerns that the 
diagnoses were not made as part of the 
process of clinical care. 

The authors indicated that the sample 
represented close to half of the total family 
population in the detention centre at that 

Asylum seekers 
become highly 

fearful and 
apprehensive 

and often 
develop paranoid 

tendencies

After two years in detention almost the entire 
population had developed severe mental 
health disorders.

STARTTS Clinical evenings
sTaRTTs clinical evenings are held at sTaRTTs every two months 

to provide an opportunity for clinicians and other interested 

professionals to discuss issues of relevance to the treatment 

and rehabilitation of torture an trauma survivors. They typically 

consist of a presentation by a guest speaker on the focus topic 

for the evening followed by relevant case presentations or 

research study exposition. 

The evening concludes with questions form the floor and a 

general discussion, and of course, food highlights a particular 

refugee community cuisine each evening.
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following the release of the palmer and comrie reports commissioned in response to 

widespread harsh criticism following the cornelia Rau and vivian alvarez solon scandals, 

Department of immigration and citizenship proceeded to institute significant and 

widespread changes to improve conditions in detention centres, to minimise the length 

of immigration detention, explore community based detention alternatives and promote 

a change in organisational culture. The impact of these changes has begun to be felt, 

and significant improvements have been made in all of these areas. One of the strategies 

recently implemented to assist the department in improving health and mental health 

services for people in immigration detention and environmental factors affecting their 

physical health and mental health, consisted in the establishment of the Detention health 

advisory group. This group includes representatives from various peak organisations and 

professional bodies, and provides independent, expert advice to design, develop, imple-

ment and monitor health care services for people in immigration detention. jorge aroche 

from sTaRTTs represents the forum for australian services for survivors of Torture and 

Trauma in this committee. 
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time. Of the 16 adults they worked with 
over a two-year period, 14 had a major 
depressive illness, more than half suffered 
from post-traumatic stress disorder (pTsD), 
four had psychotic conditions and the 
majority were self-harming.  

among the 10 children they studied 
under five years of age, five showed delays 
in social and emotional development, 
with behavioural problems, three showed 
marked disturbance in behaviour and 
interaction with their parents, suggesting 
a disruption of normal attachments. 

among the 10 children age 6-17 
years, all had a major depressive illnesses 
and pTsD related to their detention experi-
ences, seven had another anxiety disorder 
and three were regularly bed wetting. 

Thus using a very different method-
ology in a different detention centre the 
research by Dr Mares and Dr jureidini 
documented remarkably similar levels of 
psychiatric disturbance to those reported 
by Dr steel and colleagues. 

The third more recent study present-
ed by Dr steel was carried out amongst 
a much larger sample of 241 adult 
Mandaeans, three years after they had 
been released from detention (steel et al. 
2006). 

They divided the group into people 
who had been in detention for less than 
six months and those in detention for 
more than six months, as well as those on 
permanent or temporary visas. 

The less than six-month group were 
quite resilient. by contrast, more than 50 
percent of those detained for more than 
six months continued to show evidence of 
clinical depression, pTsD and an inability 
to work or engage in other productive 
activities three years after being released 
from detention. 

The research also showed that the 
effects on people of detention and subse-

quent release on a temporary protection 
visa (Tpv), had twice the negative effect on 
mental health as pre-migration traumatic 
experiences.

looking further into the impact of 
permanent and temporary protection visas, 
Dr Momartin presented research from 
amongst 116 iraqi and afghan refugees 
who had attended the early intervention 
program at sTaRTTs. 

The research used four separate 
measures examining exposure to trauma 
and pTsD, anxiety, depression, distress, 
physical and mental health status, disabil-
ity and post-migration difficulties, to 
explore the mental health of newly arrived 
refugees. 

Of their sample 32 percent were 
Tpv holders and 58 percent permanent 
protection visa (ppv) holders. sixty-two 
percent of the sample were married, with 
92 percent of Tpv holders having spouses 
and children back in their country of 
origin. 

The two groups didn’t differ on their 
exposure to trauma, prior to arriving in 
australia. looking at post-migration living 
difficulties the Tpv holders exceeded 
ppv holders on every measure includ-
ing serious to very serious stress, worries 
about repatriation, access to health and 
bad working conditions. 

about 90 percent of Tpv holders 
reported these problems. in terms of reset-
tlement difficulties, such as communica-
tion, discrimination, loneliness, boredom 
and isolation, Tpv holders again signifi-
cantly outscored ppv holders.

Tpv and ppv holders also showed 
significant differences in psychiatric assess-
ments, with a much higher proportion 
of Tpv holders presenting with signs of 
anxiety, depression and trauma - further 
evidence of the damaging impact of 
recent governmental policies. 

nooria Mehraby, a senior counsellor 
at sTaRTTs, painted the human face of 
those statistics by telling the story of one 
of her hazara afghan clients. 

forty years old and a factory worker 
with five children, he arrived in australia 
in november 1999. before arriving he lost 
many of his family members. his father 
was killed by Russian soldiers and his 
brother by pashtun tribes, forcing him to 
assume the role of family head and main 
earner from a young age. 

in 1999, a second brother was killed 
by the Taliban, leaving him with little 
option but to escape afghanistan or else 
risk being killed too. leaving his family 
behind, he made the long journey to 
australia, hoping he would be able to 
bring them to this country shortly after 
arriving.

Upon landing on australian shores 
he was taken to Woomera, where he was 
detained for 10 months. The only contact 
he had with his family was through a 
fellow detainee who brought news of the 
death of his mother and youngest child. 

like most people in immigration 
detention he felt humiliated and degrad-
ed. The guards called him by number not 
name and woke him during the night 
by shining a torch in his face. he was 
forced to prove his identity as an afghan, 
denied medical assistance, stripped of 
personal belongings, and interrogated 
and questioned by guards. he watched 
on as others attempted suicide or other 
violent acts.

in 2003, he had his first appoint-
ment with Ms Mehraby, presenting with 
symptoms suggesting grief, chronic pTsD 
and depression. he was extremely anxious 
about his Tpv status and what that would 
mean for his future and that of his family. 

he had become withdrawn and 
isolated, even from the other Tpv holders 

he was living with (some of whom had been 
granted permanent protection). problems with 
concentration, frustration, anger, headaches, 
stomach aches, hyper-vigilance, helpless-
ness, powerlessness and survival-guilt were all 
features of this client’s life. 

Ms Mehraby worked to create a safe and 
trusting environment for her client, emphasis-

ing impartiality and confidentiality, validating his 
experiences and providing practical assistance 
such as psychological reports for his application. 
she also involved sTaRTTs physiotherapist in 
this treatment. 

Recognising that her client had lost meaning 
and a sense of identity, Ms Mehraby helped him 
explore what parts of his life had helped him in 
the past. 

islam has been a major source of strength 
but he had ceased going to the mosque or 
reading the koran. although he felt enormous 
guilt at leaving his family behind, Ms Mehraby 
helped him appreciate how his hard work and 
the money he was sending home were sustain-
ing his role as head of the family. 

During his time at sTaRTTs he began 
meeting with other men once a week to read 
the koran and share a meal, a sign he had begun 
his healing journey. n

LIvING IN CAptIvIty
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As a human-rights lawyer and community educator, LISA LAPLANTE  
has worked for the Peruvian Truth and Reconciliation Commission.  

She shares with us her experiences working with victims of political violence,  
in their struggle for justice and reparations.

Paths to reconciliation in Peru

Memory dialogues 
and symbolic burials

“The wound remains open” reads 
the slogan chosen to commemorate the 
third anniversary of the publication of the 
final Report of the peruvian Truth and 
Reconciliation commission (TRc). below 
this motto, on a sticker formed like a 
band-aid, reads “justice and reparations 
for the victims of the internal war”. 

The message conveys a call to 
action. The campaign, spearheaded by 
the peruvian grassroots movement para 
Que no se Repita (pQnsR) (“so it Doesn’t 
Repeat”), aims to raise awareness of the 
importance of the truth commission’s 
work while showing that it forms only 
the first step in the country’s recovery. 

 indeed, the work of peru’s TRc is 
similar to experiences since the 1980s 
in neighboring countries like argentina, 
chile, guatemala and el salvador, which 
popularized the catch phrase nunca mas 
(“never again”), expressing the desire that 
this devastating violence should never be 
repeated. in each of these countries, truth 
commissions were formed to investigate 
“dirty wars”, which resulted in the death, 
disappearance, torture, rape and unjust 
imprisonment of thousands of citizens. 
Yet, real change—and prevention—has 
required constant political action to keep 
the truth commissions work alive.

peru’s experience follows the trend. 
its own truth commission was created 
unexpectedly when authoritarian presi-
dent alberto fujimori fled to japan in 
2000 following a corruption scandal. 
hundreds of secret videos showed his 
right-hand advisor bribing representa-
tives of congress, the media, the military 
and other elite powerbrokers. in this 
window of opportunity, the interim 
government issued an executive decree 
to form a truth commission.

The TRc worked for two years to 
investigate the causes, responsibilities 
and consequences of peru’s 20-year 
internal armed conflict between terror-
ist groups and the state’s armed forces 
(1980-2000). collecting and digesting 
about 17,000 private and public testi-
monies, some coming from 14 public 
hearings, it produced a nine-volume, 
5,000-page final report. 

it shocked the nation by tripling 
the estimated death toll, reporting 
that almost 70,000 people had died in 
the war. The TRc determined that this 
conflict “constituted the most intense, 
extensive and prolonged episode of 
violence in the entire history of the 
Republic” since its independence from 
the spanish conquistadores almost 200 
years ago. 

You may ask, as did the TRc, how 
did this tragedy happen. The TRc 
identified how a culture of fear led 
people to exchange democracy for 
security, wielded by an unprepared and 
unfettered military. Moreover, a general 
indifference towards the majority of 
victims—the poor, rural, indigenas 
campesinos living in the battlefield—
permitted tolerance of human-rights 
violations, and impunity. Despite their 
clamor for help, the victims remained a 
sub-class whose rights did not count.

for this reason, peru’s truth 
commission left the country a future 
agenda: to respond to the needs of 
these neglected victim-survivors of the 
war. in particular, it included recom-
mendations for justice, institutional 
reforms and most importantly the 
integral plan of Reparations (piR). 

now three years later, peru’s civil 
society finds itself in a constant struggle 
to see these measures implemented. 

Rosa villaran, executive secretary of 
pQnsR sees commemorating the anniver-
sary of the TRc’s final report as contribut-
ing to “a dialogue of memory”. 

since the common tendency in post-
conflict settings is to ignore the past, this 
discourse helps to sensitize all peruvians 
of the need to recognize and redress the 
countless victims. 

finding ways to touch all of society, 
especially those in power, forms the main 
aim of this process with the hope that 
the government will prioritize reparation 
measures.

The TRc recognized that reconcilia-
tion depends on redress, an imperative 
form of healing as it recognizes the 
dignity and worth of all peruvians, and 
not just those with money and power.

 

Las piedras que 
hablan:  
creating common 
memory spaces

Memory dialogues occur often 
through symbolic measures and spaces 
that promote reflection. for that reason, 
this year, much of the pQnsR campaign 
centered around an important new 
memorial park called el Ojo que llora 
(the eye that cries).

inaugurated on 28 august 2005 
(the second anniversary of the TRc), the 
monument is fast becoming one of peru’s 
most important symbolic reparations. it is 
located centrally in the park “campo de 
Marte” in a naturally formed mini-amphi-
theater ceded by the city municipality of 
jesus Maria in the capital lima. 

Designed and donated by the 
famous peruvian sculptor lika Mutal, 
the monument consists of an “ances-
tral” mother rock of four tons that 
naturally resembles a person hunched in 
grief. Towards the head of this figure is 
a smaller embedded stone that emits a 
constant tear-like stream of water into a 
shallow pool below. 

emanating outwards are 11 circular 
paths whose borders are formed by rows 
of 32,000 smaller smooth river rocks, 
26,000 of which don the hand written 
name of a victim registered with the TRc. 
The blank stones wait for the not yet 
identified victims whose families did not 
give their testimony to the TRc. close 
to the “mother” is the first name found 
on the TRc’s manual los peruanos que 
faltan (“Missing peruvians”) and reads 
“baby prado” who at one month old, 
still unnamed, was killed in 1985.

The paths leading to the center 
monument form a labyrinth. if followed 
strictly, it takes up to half an hour to 
traverse, although it is possible to step 
over the designated paths to reach the 
mother rock in a matter of seconds. 
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according to lupe jara, who works 
with the peruvian human-rights organi-
zation instituto bartolome de casas, 
this pilgrimage symbolizes the constant 
searching by families of the victims, for up 
to 20 years. she explains that the effect is 
to feel “always so near and yet so far”. 

in peru there are about 14,000 disap-
peared persons, and almost 5,000 clandes-
tine graves. for many bereaved families, 
locating the bodies of loved ones, so as to 
give them a proper burial, forms a critical step 
in their recovery. in the beginning of their 
search, which under repressive rule, often 
put them in danger, they used the catch-
phrase: Devuélvanlos vivos (“Return them 
alive”). Today they simply brandish banners: 
Donde estan? (“Where are they?”) 

as the search continues, the memori-
al constitutes a symbolic burial site of 
sorts with tiny headstones. families use 
the memorial park as a place to go and 
mourn—and remember. indeed, during 
the pQnsR’s campaign, various victims 
groups held ceremonies and sermons 
there, placing flowers, candles and photos 
of loved ones among the stones.

One of peru’s oldest victims’ survivors 
groups, comite nacional de familiares 
de Detenidos, Desparecidos, Refugiados 
en lima (cOfaDeR) (national commit-
tee of families of Detained, Disappeared, 
Refugees in lima) conducted a solemn 
walk around the monument, with a large 
cross made of pictures of loved ones 
braced against their shoulders. 

 Ms jara recounts helping one of 
cOfaDeR leaders, a widow, finally find 
the stone with her husband’s name and 
remembers that she broke into tears 
because “after searching all these years 
alone, she finally felt accompanied”. 

The former president of the TRc, 
salomón lerner recently spoke at one 
of these ceremonies urging that victims 
must be recognized and given “a digni-
fied burial”. his urging responds to the 
common struggle against olvido (“forget-
ting”) and to ensure that the casual-
ties are not reduced to mere numbers. 
in this space one experiences a range 
of emotions. Weaving slowly through 
the paths, one feels dizzy skimming the 
names—sonia Terraza alas, age 5; jorge 
Tenorio Roca, age 17; abelarod Tenoria 
venta; age 69. Thousand more names 
follow in alphabetical order signaling the 
mercilessness of this war. 

What would these stones say if they 
could talk? instantaneous flashes of simul-
taneous scenes of brutality and bloody 
death come to mind. but perhaps they 
would choose instead to speak of the life 
and love lived before that tragic moment. 
it is such love that keeps their families 
tirelessly searching. indeed, today, young 
children and grandchildren play at the 
edge of the shallow pool that holds the 
mother rock. This image offers the hope 
of renewal since new generations have 
no direct memory of the violence but will 
nevertheless learn its lesson.

like this, Mutal was inspired to 
create the monument when viewing 
the TRc’s photo exhibition “Yuyanapaq: 
para Recordar” (“To remember in both 
Quechua and spanish) displayed at the 
national Museum in lima. she wished 
to present a homage to the victims while 
also creating an instrument that could 
help society become aware of what 
happened during the years of the conflict. 
she presented peruvians with a collective 
space for reflection that invites the type of 
“memory dialogue” that might lead to a 
more just, democratic country.

The centerpiece is meant “to equal 
the center of each person. Once there, 
worries stay behind and produce an 
individual confrontation with evil and the 
consequences it produces. later, the visitor 
begins a journey of return.” 

Healing through 
recognizing all 
citizens

Rosa villaran explains that this year’s 
slogan “the wound remains open” 
responds to critics of the final report who 
scold against “opening the now closed 
wounds”. Yet, as victims and their families 
can attest: these emotional wounds never 
closed. Ms villaran urges: “we need to 
make others understand this or our society 
will putrefy if we peruvians are not able to 
cure ourselves.”

The idea of curing, however, takes on 
new meanings in peru. importantly, while 
the memorial evokes great sadness for many, 
it serves as an important first step towards 
recognizing the formerly forgotten. here, it 
coincides with the TRc’s version of recon-
ciliation, which unlike that of south africa, 
does not spin itself in terms of forgiveness 
between perpetrators and survivors. instead, 
reconciliation arises out of a “new founda-
tional pact between the peruvian state 
and society, and among the members of 
society”. in grand terms the TRc proposes: 
“the great horizon of national reconciliation 
is full citizenship for all peruvians”. n

mEmORy dIALOGuES ANd SymbOLIC buRIALS: pAtHS tO RECONCILIAtION IN pERu

Elderly refugees from  
Afganistan

last august, the elderly afghan Men’s 
group celebrated 10 years of friend-
ship. The group’s supportive, cohesive 
and celebratory atmosphere was in stark 
contrast to its beginnings back in 1997. 

Mr Mohamed asif bakthiray, a 
member of the group said: “i’m very 
happy to have friends, brothers from our 
country, to meet with them and discuss 
matters. it’s good to exchange experiences 
and a relief to put our views here.” 

since its beginnings, sTaRTTs has 

used support groups as an effective form 
of intervention and the elderly afghan 
Men’s group is a perfect illustration of 
the success of this approach. since 1988, 
more than 3,500 people have been helped 
through 166 different sTaRTTs groups. 

The need to create a support group 
for elderly afghan men was identified 
during consultations with the afghan 
community. counsellor nooria Mehraby 
reminded those present that it was in 
1966, when driven back from decades 

of war and misery, some 14,000 afghan 
refugees made their way to australia and 
mainly resettled in nsW. “amongst them 
were many elderly women and men who 
had sustained multiple losses. They were 
in a new country deprived of all that was 
known and familiar to them and confront-
ed with the daunting task of adaptation,” 
she said.

indeed, it is well documented in 
the literature that the transition period, 
cultural bereavement and adaptation in a 
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new country takes much longer for elderly 
people.

During those consultations sTaRTTs 
staff heard that older men were having 
problems. socially isolated, feeling appre-
hensive about the loss of their own culture 
and grieving the loss of their social status 
and former identities, they were also 
having difficulties learning english.

group work was considered an appro-
priate strategy to address these concerns. 
groups not only provided a safe space 
to make connections with other men in 
similar positions, but also allowed the 

participants to discuss common experi-
ences with others from a similar culture. a 
group approach also helped members to 
take pride in their culture, share insights 
about the australian culture and gain 
helpful strategies for adaptation.

group work can be an effective form 
of stand-alone therapy for people who are 
opposed to the idea of western counsel-
ling or are apprehensive about it. alter-
natively, it can provide an introduction to 
sTaRTTs’ services and the concept behind 
counselling. 

The safety and trust created in a group 
can develop into individual counselling. 
for the afghan men, the groups worked 
as a stand-alone therapy, a primary inter-
vention and as an adjunct to other forms 
of therapy.

The western notion of one-on-
one talking therapy was foreign to this 
group. so most of the approximately 100 
afghan members over the past 10 years 
were introduced to sTaRTTs through this 
group. a minority was already seeing 
individual counsellors but most came 
to trust sTaRTTs counselling services 
because of the relationships developed 
with the two original facilitators of the 
groups, Mrs nooria Mehraby and Mr 
zalmai haidary.

 in its earliest days the group met very 
informally. The aims and rationale for the 
group were decided between the facilita-
tors and members. The aim was to help 
members to connect with others from 
similar situations, share common experi-
ences, find a source of support and enjoy 
hobbies in an environment where cultural 
expectations of members were consid-
ered. 

conflict among group members was 
common during the early years. Members 
belonged to different ethnic groups (Tajiks, 
pashtuns and hazara), different religious 

denominations (sunni and shiite) and had 
with different political views. being highly 
educated and outspoken they engaged in 
intense arguments over present-day and 
historical politics as well as ethnicity. Most 
members of the group had escaped from 
afghanistan during the soviet-supported 
communist rule of their country in the 
1970s and 80s. 

They had occupied senior positions 
across a wide variety of professions includ-
ing law, academia and religion. some had 
retired prior to the invasion, but many 
had been forced from their jobs or had 

resigned in protest. Most of the men left 
the country because they feared for the 
safety of their sons, who were likely to be 
conscripted to fight for the communists, 
or imprisoned. both options meant almost 
certain death. it is estimated that five 
million afghans perished in the process. 

The facilitator’s contribution and some 
rules (safety, confidentiality and mutual 
respect) were instrumental in overcom-
ing initial tensions. When conflict among 
members escalated, one of the facilitators 
would step in to remind the members of 
the rules they had established together. 
facilitators would also model impar-
tial and neutral behaviour. as the group 
matured and began to trust one another, 
conflicts were largely self-managed. 
instead of having the facilitator interven-
ing, members would remind themselves 
of the rules.

The group has participated in many 
activities during the last 10 years. psycho-
education sessions have been important 
in normalising and validating torture 
and trauma symptoms among group 
members. These sessions reassured them 
that reactions to trauma were not neces-
sarily a sign of ‘‘madness’’ but a normal, 
common reaction to extreme stress. 
These sessions included information on 
the effects of migration, exile and the 
refugee experience, and on emotions 
such as loss and grief, anxiety and 
depression, stress, pain, anger manage-

They had occupied senior postions across a wide 
variety of professions including law, academia 
and religion.

The transition period, cultural bereavement and 
adaptation take much longer in elderly people.

ment, and sleep problems.
a series of health-education sessions 

covered topics from healthy food and nutri-
tion, exercise, body functions and asthma, 
to diabetes and high blood pressure. 

general information sessions ad-
dressed relevant issues such as immigra-
tion processes and sponsorship, housing, 
police, the legal system, centrelink, the 
health and education systems, media, 
government and politics in australia. 
scientific information sessions covered 
new technology and discoveries, comput-
ers, astronomy, the solar system and the 
universe.  

The men also shared information with 
one another. These sessions were vital in 
keeping members connected to their 
culture as well as improving self-confi-
dence and self-esteem. These became 
particularly important during times of 
crisis, for instance when the United states 
attacked afghanistan in 2001. The group 
provided a safe venue where participants 
could share the latest news and express 
their concerns about the safety of their 
families and friends. it allowed them to 
express their frustrations at what they saw 
as an unjustifiable war, which was killing 
many civilians. The facilitator was able to 
hold and contain their acute pain and re-
traumatisation.

 Outings were useful in helping the 

men connect with australian cultures and 
pastimes. They were a relaxed, informal 
space for building friendships, reducing 
stress and enjoying activities.

group therapy was extremely effec-
tive in overcoming the divisions. The 

group is a lot more independent, a sign 
of the growing strength of both the group 
and its individual members. They organise 
their own outings, take care of finances, 
purchase food, decide upon activities and 
negotiate among themselves. Despite this, 
counsellor nooria Mehraby is still heavily 
involved, particularly during times of 
crisis. 

speaking at the 10th anniversary 
celebrations nooria said: “it is an honour 
to facilitate this group. i have been 
overwhelmed and inspired by the degree 
of respect that i received from the group 
members over the last 10 years. each 
Tuesday morning when i joined the group, 
i was treated with enormous respect and 
dignity, some called me doctor or lecturer, 
while others named me helper, healer and 
carer. This is in contradiction to the gener-
alisation that Middle-eastern men do not 

respect women or don’t listen to someone 
who’s younger than them.”

social re-connection is the essence 
of recovery for trauma survivors. groups 
are crucial because they provides a new 

bridge to society and opportunities for 
enjoyable and satisfying activities. it 
also helps people to share experiences, 
normalize the symptoms, emphasize the 
commonality of experience and overcome 
isolation. The combination of group work 
and individual counselling seems to be the 
optimal combination.

Mr Mohamed Mamozai, a group 
member said:  “We would like to express 
our appreciation to the australian 
government and the Ministry for health 
for having an excellent and humanitar-
ian organisation such as sTaRTTs where 
people who have experienced hostility 
and trauma are cared for, respected and 
supported. sTaRTTs’ dedicated staff made 
us feel welcome and looked after, and they 
treated us with dignity, respect and pride. 
each Monday evening i cannot wait to see 
my friends and come to sTaRTTs.” n
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Twenty humanitarian awards for people 
working with refugees and asylum 
seekers were presented, including four 
special awards. a very brief summary 
of the winners’ achievements are listed 
below.

1. Elisabeth Pickering
Outstanding contribution to the wellbeing 
of refugees and asylum seekers

as a counsellor with the  
cabramatta intensive english centre, 
elisabeth helps refugee children and 
young people feel comfortable and 
happy at school. she goes above and 
beyond the call of duty everyday. Whether 
assisting a family to get health services 
they need, developing programs to help 
children learn about australia or providing 
a listening ear for the many issues her 
students face, elisabeth can be relied 
upon to always be there.

2. Angelo Makuac Cawoup 
Outstanding contribution to the wellbeing 
of refugee communities by asylum seekers 
and refugees

angelo’s work with the sudanese 
community is legendary. as chair of the 
southern sudanese community he was 
on call 24 hours a day, 7 days a week, 365 
days a year to help anyone who needed 
it. from liaising with the police to helping 
others understand his community’s needs, 
angelo does it all.

3. ALIV Charity Program Kids 
Outstanding contribution to the  
general community by refugees and 
asylum seekers

These amazing four boys, Mike chaw, 
ian hwang, ali alfaaz and Tony Men, 
all yet to reach 19 and recently out of 
immigration detention facilities, are 
already performing amazing work with 
other children in need. every month they 
are bringing cheer to sick kids in hospital 
with their clowning and ballooning 
routines.

4. Illijana Matic and Bojan Banjac, 
Balkan Express
Outstanding contribution to the  
wellbeing of refugees and asylum seekers 
by young people
The balkan express Youth Radio program, 
which they present, grew out of a 
support group for youth from  the former 
Yugoslavia. The young people involved 
were keen to develop a program that 
promoted community harmony. The radio 
program they created and ran, balkan 
express, is aired on community radio 2glf, 
89.3fM, from 3pm to 5 pm on sundays. 
it has been running for two years and 
has gained respect and wide popularity in 
former-Yugoslavian communities.

Dr Ahmed Ali Ali 
a psychiatrist in his native afghanistan, 
Dr ali has, since arriving in australia in 
1999, been using his considerable skills 

There are so many amazing people working and 
volunteering with refugees and asylum seekers 
that for this year’s Refugee Week STARTTS, 
and Friends of STARTTS, decided it was time to 
formerly and publicly acknowledge some of the 
people that go the extra mile.

in a voluntary capacity. his volunteer 
work facilitating sTaRTTs’ elderly 
afghan Men’s group during a difficult 
period has seen the group grow and be 
transformed. but his work hasn’t stopped 
there, he is also a volunteer counsellor 
with the afghan community association, 
has set up their library, facilitates a group 
at the Merrylands community health 
centre and is a volunteer with parramatta 
Meals on Wheels. Dr ali recently landed 
his first paid job with the auburn Migrant 
Resource centre. 

Linda Bartolomei 
linda’s research work into refugee policy 
has produced a number of significant 
policy outcomes, reaching as far as 
the United nations commission for 
Refugees. she has been particularly 
influential in policies in relation to 
refugee women at risk.

Steve Canane 
a presenter and journalist with jjj and 
now abc Tv, steve’s support for refugees 
and sTaRTTs has helped our clients 
enormously. The fundraising drive, Triple 
j’s Real appeal, collected hundreds of 
thousands of dollars for trauma-affected 
refugees across australia. This money 
has helped us provide services to young 
refugees as well as chipping in for the 
little things all kids in australia enjoy, 
such as school excursions.

Father Jim Carty, House of Welcome
jim has been working with refugees for 
16 years, coordinating all of the house of 
Welcome projects for the last eight years. 
The house of Welcome was formed to 
serve people with temporary protection 
visas (Tpv) but has expanded to help 
other visa holders. among other things, 
the house of Welcome co-organises Tafe 
courses for recently resettled refugees, 
including teaching english and first aid. 
Without the house of Welcome many 
asylum seekers and Tpv holders would 
have no one to turn to.

Lyn Chaikin 
lyn has been volunteering with 
refugees since joining the sydney indo 
chinese support group (sicsg) 20 
years ago. as well as volunteering with 
sicsg, lyn works with the asylum 
seekers network australia inc (asna) 

and bridge for asylum seeker, which 
financially support more than 100 
families who have no income and are 
not allowed to work.

Anna Dimo 
since arriving in australia in 2000, anna 
has helped sponsor 30 refugee families 
to come to australia. Over 70 people in 
total, from kenya, egypt, lebanon and 
vietnam, have made australia home 
thanks to anna. she meets refugee 
families when they arrive at the airport 
and then helps them to settle into 
australia, starting with taking the families 
into her own home.

Dorothy Hoddinott 
principal of holroyd high school, Dorothy 
has created special programs and 
services for her many refugee students, 
including establishing a special fund to 
help young asylum seekers and refugees 
cover their education costs. a dynamic 
and innovative leader, Dorothy’s empathy 
with her students has helped create a 
welcoming and supportive environment 
for young refugees.

House of Welcome volunteers 
The volunteers that work at the drop-
in centre are a lifeline for refugees 
and asylum seekers.  They provide the 
administrative support required by the 
organisation as well as giving emotional 
support to clients. volunteers also 
organise and take people on holidays and 
day outings, support them at interviews 
and medical appointments, and transport 
furniture for them. They visit families and 
regularly act as advocates on their behalf. 
put simply:They are marvellous. 

Mark Green 
from 1998 to 2002, Mark was a member 
of the board of the australian jewish 
Refugee service (jRs) and its chair in 
2001. More recently he has worked 
with the Refugee council of australia as 
settlement policy officer. since May 2004, 
he has been the co-ordinator of the 
Refugee advice and casework service, 
providing free, expert legal assistance to 
people seeking asylum. Mark is a member 
of the auburn Migrant Resource centre’s 
management committee, the asylum 
seeker centre board and a former chair 
of the nsW Refugee support network. 

at 9 pm, after receiving his award for 
services to refugees Mark had to head 
back to the office to finish an application 
on behalf of a client -- a testimony to his 
enormous dedication to refugees.

Angela Jankovic 
Working with refugees in northern 
sydney can be a fairly isolating business, 
but that doesn’t stop angela from doing 
all that she can to help refugee children 
grow, develop and enjoy their years at 
school. her greatest joy is seeing families 
start to enjoy the australian environment, 
but perhaps her finest achievement 
has been the building of support for 
her refugee clients in a community that 
knows little about those who have had to 
seek refuge in another country.

Salim Jafari 
salim has worked as a volunteer with the 
afghan community over a number of 
years, giving both emotional and practical 
support, particularly to temporary 
protection visa (Tpv) holders. as well as 
helping fellow afghans build their cases 
for the Department of immigration and 
Multicultural affairs, salim refers people 
to sTaRTTs for support and recently 
advised a Tpv holder in gaol.

Mary Mamour 
even though Mary has only been in 
australia three years she has become 
an essential figure in her sudanese 
community. she helps families whose 
children are experiencing difficulties, 
speaks with young people about their 
problems and generally will do whatever 
is needed, at whatever hour of the day. 
Mary is also an accomplished performer 
with a magical voice and great sense of 
rhythm.

Sr Maureen O’Connor 
sr Maureen, who became involved with 
refugees through a migrant support 
network and the Dominican sisters 
justice committee, is an advocate on 
justice issues for refugees. she has been 
working as a volunteer english teacher 
with sTaRTTs since 1992, helping them 
to understand australian culture and 
customs along the way. as one of her 
students put it, “without sTaRTTs and 
the english teachers, i wonder if we 
would have made it in the early days”.

Refugee Week 2006

1. 

2. 

3. 

4. 
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first of all, i would like to thank 
you, on behalf of sTaRTTs, friends of 
sTaRTTs and Triumphant!, for being 
here tonight to support the opening of 
friends of sTaRTTs 

Dario palermo Refugee Week art 
exhibition and the inaugural night 
of sTaRTTs humanitarian awards 
presentation.

One of the things that sustains 
us in our work, which so often brings 
us face to face with some of the most 
horrific aspects of the world we live in, 
is that it also brings us into contact with 
some of the most extraordinary people. 
Working to heal horror, we also see a 
lot of good. 

Tonight is about sharing that 
perspective and recognizing at least 

some of those extraordinary people, 
both refugees and non-refugees, who 
continue to inspire us through their 
deeds. 

luckily, we will need many, many 
more nights like tonight to recognize 
all those that deserve to be recognized, 
which is just as well, since i understand 
that friends of sTaRTTs intends to 
continue to put on this night as part 
of Refugee Week for the foreseeable 
future.

before i tell you more about tonight 
and about Dario, i would like to tell you 
a little bit about sTaRTTs. (i trust those 
of you already familiar with sTaRTTs 
wont mind too much.)

sTaRTTs stands for the service for 
the Treatment and Rehabilitation of 

Dario Palermo 
Refugee Week  
Art Exhibition

STARTTS’ Inaugural 
Humanitarian Awards 

Presentation

Torture and Trauma survivors. 

We commenced our work in 1988 
and provide a state-wide service from 
sydney, with offices in carramar, auburn, 
and liverpool, and from further afield, 
with offices in Wollongong, newcastle 
and coffs harbour. 

Our mission is to assist people from 
refugee-type situations, whose lives 
have been affected by torture and other 
traumatic events in the context of their 
refugee experience. To assist them to 
regain control over their lives. 

We do this in many ways, by provid-
ing counseling and other psychological 
interventions, backed by physiotherapy, 
family therapy and group interventions 
and through a variety of community devel-
opment interventions. 

We believe that torture and trauma 
can affect the individual’s mind body and 
spirit, and can also disrupt the family, the 
social group, the community and society 
at large. 

We have found that working with our 
clients, at all these levels, is most effective. 
We also believe that in regaining their 
enjoyment and control over their lives and 
their future, survivors obtain the ultimate 
victory over those who traumatized 
them. Therefore we see our role as that 
of working in partnership with individual 
refugees and refugee communities to 
achieve this in a way that potentiates their 
own healing and empowers them.

We work with people of all ages, and 
increasingly children and young people 
form a larger section of our client group. 
We also work with people from all over 
the world, who speak more than 60 
languages and many more dialects. 

Through our different programs, we 
work with new arrivals and people who 
have been here for decades, regardless of 
migration status.

Over the years we have assisted 
well over 10,000 refugees and have 
participated in special programs such as 
Operation safe haven assisting evacu-
ees from kosovo and east Timor, and in 
the training of mental health workers 

and later the establishment of a mental 
health system in east Timor.

We have grown a lot since the small 
service that employed just five people 
when sTaRTTs was established in 1988. 
We have faced and continue to face 
many challenges, which we have been 
able to meet thanks to the commitment 
and ingenuity of our staff, the inspiration 
provided by our clients and the support 
of friends of sTaRTTs, both official and 
unofficial.

and talking about friendship brings 
me back to Dario, a good friend of mine, 
and also a great friend of sTaRTTs, who 
sadly passed away a few months ago. This 
event is largely a tribute to Dario, and to 
the things he was passionate about.

i met Dario shortly after he arrived in 
australia, when sTaRTTs was a very small 
organization struggling for survival, and 
for refugee issues. Torture and trauma 
seemed to be far off the radar for most 
people, and certainly for most politicians.

Dario had lots of ideas about how art, 
his lifelong passion, could help sTaRTTs 
further the general public’s awareness 
about refugee issues and about the 
impact of torture and trauma, as well as 
the needs for services to assist refugees 
affected by these.

Dario was not only a talented artist, 
but he was also one of those rare individu-
als who are able to combine artistic talent 
and creativity with a talent for motivating 
and organizing others and make things 
happen.

This is how sTaRTTs Refugee Week 
art exhibitions took place from 1990 to 
1993. They would not have happened 
without Dario coming up with the idea, 
motivating other artists to participate and 
putting in enormous amounts of work 
and dedication to make it all happen 
against all odds. Of course, they were a 
great success.

Dario also helped sTaRTTs and other 
organizations such as the asylum seekers 
centre in many other ways, by conduct-
ing sculpture classes for asylum seekers, 
playing music at public events and donat-

ing to sTaRTTs the beautiful sculpture 
that graces sTaRTTs reception foyer in 
carramar and which everyone can see as 
they visit our head office.

sTaRTTs owes a lot more to Dario 
than most people know. back in the 
early nineties, when sTaRTTs desper-
ately needed more funding to address 
a burgeoning waiting list for services, it 
was the beauty of Dario’s sculptures that 
first caught the attention of peter collins, 
then Minister for health and also Minister 
for the arts, to the plight of our clients 
while launching our Refugee Week arts 
exhibition

The Minister ended up buying a 
couple of sculptures from Dario, but he 
also developed an interest in the work 
of sTaRTTs, which later translated into 
the funding we so desperately needed. 

We miss Dario a lot
 

   One of the last conversations i had 
with him was about the possibility of 
getting the Refugee Week art exhibitions 
going again. he was very keen on the 
idea, and once again, he seems to have 
managed to provide the inspiration for 
this project to come together; motivating 
his friends, both artists and non-artists, 
like myself, and the friends of sTaRTTs, to 
put together this exhibition. 

i trust that the Dario palermo Refugee 
Week exhibition will hopefully become an 
icon of refugee week for years to come, 
both honoring and celebrating Dario’s 
memory in the most suitable way i could 
dream of.

Dario was also a talented musician 
with a passion for Tango, one of the other 
things we had in common. Over the last 
few years he had set himself the task of 
mastering the bandoneon, an instru-
ment often called the soul of tango. it is 
therefore a very special pleasure for me 
to conclude this tribute by introducing 
his fellow musicians from cambalache, 
jacinta and justo, who will delight us with 
a few chosen Tango pieces. n

Dr Ben Saul
ben’s work for refugees and asylum 
seekers in the legal field has been 
highly influential. a university lecturer, 
researcher and publisher he has been 
working tirelessly for the past eight years 
to further refugee causes, including 
publishing future seekers 11 Refugees 
irregular Migration in australia.  

Edward Smith 
edward is the director of next level 
basketball australia. he coaches and 
mentors more than 100 young sudanese 
basketball players. he has secured more 
than $200,000 in academic scholarships 
for sudanese youth. edward is also 
director of saYes a mentoring program 
that focuses on the creation of positive 
sporting activities that encourage 
academic and social achievement. his 
work has been recognised in major 
publications such as the sydney Morning 
herald, the Daily Telegraph, foxtel and 
handle Magazine.

Sr Helen Barnes 
for close to 30 years, sr helen barnes 
has been doing everything and anything 
to help refugees and asylum seekers. 
no problem is too large or complex for 
sr helen to tackle. The kindness she has 
shown to refugees has given hope to all.
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hailing from all over the globe, 
sTaRTTs’ workers bring a diverse array of 
experiences and cultural perspectives that 
adds to the richness of our work. Many 
share similar stories to our clients having 
experienced persecution, escape, loss, 
dispossession, dangerous journeys and 
cultural adjustment. 

Mr naseer naseer has recently joined 
the sTaRTTs team. an exile from iran 
incarcerated in curtain, naseer embodies 
the resilience and generosity of so many 
refugee arrivals that have arrived on our 
shores.

naseer was just four years old when 
the trucks came to take his family away. 
although iraq had been their home for 
generations, as far as saddam’s govern-
ment was concerned, his family’s iranian 
heritage marked them as enemies.

Dumped just over the iranian border 
naseer, his mother and four siblings 
were left with nothing. naseer’s two 
other brothers were taken elsewhere, 
along with thousands of other fit young 
men with iranian heritage. Many never 
returned. To this day, their families do not 
know what happened to them. naseer’s 
brothers were lucky, they joined the rest 
of the family after one month.

bewildered and petrified, naseer’s 
family lived in makeshift tents just over the 
border for the first two months. Two more 
months were spent in detention before 
some strangers came to their rescue. iraqis 
who had been banished to iran years 
earlier sponsored their release from the 
camp and helped them with accommoda-
tion and other practical matters.

 “My older brothers and sisters were 
much more affected than me,” naseer 
says of the deportation to iran.

“i didn’t really have the connections, 
but for my older brother; his friends, 
studies, language, culture and connec-
tions were in iraq.

Despite their iranian heritage and 
forced removal from iraq, naseer and 
his family were not recognised as iranian 
citizens. They became stateless. people 
without a place to call home.

“it didn’t affect me too much. i 
attended an iranian school and after a few 
years, i was barely distinguishable from 
the other students,” naseer explained.

“My brothers had to do the most 
difficult work in iran, just to keep a roof 
over our head. They worked hard but for 
the lowest pay and conditions,” he said.

 Meanwhile, naseer was distinguish-
ing himself as a top student. a love of 
arabic and persian literature had stimu-
lated his interest in english writings. at 
the completion of high school he was 
accepted into university to study english 
and literature. Whilst at university he 
tutored fellow students in arabic and 
persian literature. 

it was during these years that naseer 
came to understand what being stateless 
meant.

notwithstanding his academic excel-
lence, naseer was unable to secure a 
decent job when he finished university. 
Only citizens could work as government 
translators or english teachers. There was 
a tiny proportion of this sort of work in the 
private sector, but the pay was pitiful and 
conditions poor.

“i had to lie to get employment. You 
could get forged documents or pretend 
you had lost your papers or something. 
some institutes were private. They paid 
little money, more like student jobs. i was 
the only graduate,” naseer said. 

 Movement throughout iran was 
problematic for naseer and those like 
him. To visit another city or town they had 

to apply for movement leave. in protest 
naseer and his friends, who could pass 
themselves off as iranians, often refused 
to apply for papers. government officials 
would regularly stop buses and other 
forms of transport to ensure non-citizens 
had the correct travel documents. 

“To this day sometimes i speak with 
people who don’t understand stateless-
ness, the word to describe feeling in limbo. 

You’re not here or there. You have nothing 
under your feet. You’re always scared 
you’ll fall down and there will be nothing 
to support you,” naseer explained.

“The worst days were the days of the 
elections. everyone would be speaking 
about it and supporting different people 
but i was out. i was out of those things.

“for 20 years we lived as refugees in 
a country. going to school and university 
and living with them. but we were second 
class citizens. 

“for how long was it going to be 
like this? Twenty years we waited. if we 
had hope that things would change in 
the following ten years we would have 
waited. but 20 years went by and we were 
still waiting,” he lamented.

in 1999 naseer escaped on a false 
iraqi passport. escaping iran was easy. 
it was not until he left the country that 
danger really started. if naseer was caught 
by another country they would send him 
to iraq (not iran), where he would almost 
certainly be imprisoned, tortured and 
possibly executed.

 his first stop was Malaysia. it was the 
only country where he could live, albeit for 
only two weeks, without a visa. 

his plan from there was to head to 
sweden, where one of his brothers was 
living. 

“i had an offer to fly to sweden, but 
i didn’t have enough money. and the 
passport i’d be shown freaked me out. 
it was so bad, a very obvious forgery,” 
naseer said.

“i still had some cash that i saved, 
zipped inside my underpants. a people 
smuggler in Malaysia got us false indone-
sian visas and a ticket. after sweden, 
every country was the same for me,” he 
confined.

in indonesia, naseer was still unsure 
of his final destination. With 30 other 
asylum seekers he stayed in a hotel. all 
the while his precious supply of cash was 

A journey to 
the unknown

It was not until he left the country that 
danger really started.

Naseer Naseer, Personal Support Programme Counsellor with STARTTS
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dwindling away.
Whilst there, naseer heard there was 

a way to get to australia by water. he met 
with a people smuggler and for $Us2,000 
secured a route to australia. 

Their first attempt was unsuccessful, 
so they tried again.

With 280 other asylum seekers, 
mostly from iraq and afghanistan, naseer 
boarded a large, aging fishing boat and 
headed for australia’s coastline. carefully 
circumventing the legal routes, they made 
for the indian Ocean.

after a few hours some passengers 
noticed the boat appeared to be having 
engine problems, but no one thought 
it serious and they continued on their 
journey. it wasn’t until they hit the open 
seas that they realised this could be their 
final hour. 

Once on the indian Ocean a cyclone 
hit. The engine stopped. The boat began 
to take in water. a huge wave crashed 
over the craft and they lost the steering 
wheel. 

They turned to the captain but he was 
hysterical, crying and tearing at his hair. it 
was pandemonium. everyone on board 
was throwing up, sick from the violent 
motion of the vessel as it dipped further 
and further into the blackness of the 
ocean. The anchor made a loud, clanking 
sound as it hit the side of the boat in a 
steady and sinister rhythm. 

naseer felt he would die. he decided 
that should he reach land, any land, that’s 
where he would stay.

naseer was to live. The boat’s engine 
came back to life. a mechanic on board 
managed to fix it. The waves of the cyclone 
carried the boat along until they reached 
an unknown island. it was indonesia. 

although he’d sworn he wouldn’t, 
naseer resolved to attempt the journey 
once more. This time they would head for 
ashmore reef. finally they would reach 
their destination.

“some things i will never forget. Most 
of us on the boat were shiites. i found out 
later that one of the men was a Mandaen, 
escaping persecution in iraq. Whilst on 
board he pretended to pray, just like 
shiites. it was out of fear. it was because 

of us. i felt awful. i felt lots of empathy for 
him,” naseer explained.

“Our people smuggler was a very 
good man. he could have ripped us off 
but he was a fair and good man. 

“another event that struck me 
immensely on the way to australia. The 
captain knew he would be imprisoned 
for three to five years when he came to 
australia but he did it anyway. he had a 
sick son and he needed the money. he 
couldn’t get it through normal fishing. he 
knew he would go to gaol but he did it for 
his sick child.

“his situation got me thinking. i was 
not in the best shape myself, taking a 
journey to the unknown. even though i 
was in a very bad situation, i was probably 
better than him. in iran we didn’t have to 
worry about medical care. health care was 
free. charities would provide for people in 
iran. We were very lucky.

“When we finished i tried to collect 
all our indonesian money to give to the 
smuggler but i don’t think it ever got to 
him. The navy said we couldn’t do it,” he 
said. 

arriving on christmas island in 
november 1999 the 380 men, women 
and children were taken by australian 
navy personnel who flew them to curtain 
Detention centre. 

“i thought there would be camps. 
We expected we wouldn’t go to cities 
until our visas were processed. but we 
never thought of a detention centre in the 
way we faced it,” naseer described. We 
felt relieved once we’d reached australia. 
We had reached our destination. We felt 
a huge sense of safety. in indonesia we 
were scared our visas would expire and 
something terrible would happen. i was 
very surprised to be taken to curtain. it 
was the first time we had concussion with 
reality. as soon as we reached curtain it 
was like a military camp. The guards were 
very aggressive. They were shouting at us 
and using f words. They put about 280 
of us in tents as they were still building 
the bunkers. it was boiling hot in Western 
australia. We were surrounded by barb 
wire. every 100 metres or so there were 
three or four officers. before that time 

Everyone on board 
was throwing up, 

sick from the violent 
motion of the vessel 
as it dipped further 

into the blackness of 
the ocean.

i’d only seen that sort of treatment in the 
movies. When we woke up in the morning 
we were shocked. We realised we were in 
the middle of nowhere.

We saw some iraqis we knew from 
indonesia and tried to say hello but they 
all shushed us. They were our own people, 
but the way they said shush, it really felt 
like a concentration camp, like we would 
be whipped.later i found it wasn’t as bad 
as that. i spoke with security later and 
found out they had orders to treat us as 
badly as possible.”

“conditions in curtain were really 
bad. We had no access to a telephone for 
four months. lots of people were worried 
their families wouldn’t know if they were 
dead or alive. When the first person in 
curtain made a phone call about 600 
people were in the waiting area for him. 
as soon as he appeared everyone was 
cheering and shouting like he was a hero. 
it was so important the first call. for the 
two weeks after that, that’s all we talked 
about, how to get a card, the best way to 
make calls.”

“One of the most difficult things in 
curtain was the way they kept us in limbo. 
We had no access to radio, papers, televi-
sion. no access to the luxury of visits.

“some people in curtain would say, 
‘i just wish they would tell me if i was to 
be there for four or five years’. it was the 
uncertainty, you never know.

“it was one of the few times in my 
life when i felt psychological torture, you 
can’t decide where you are,” he said.

When naseer was first in curtain, all 
asylum applications were frozen. no one’s 
claims were being investigated. after a 
time, the detainees became increasingly 
frustrated; particularly with the lack of 
information they were given.

With few options for protest, the 
asylum seekers went on a hunger strike. 
for ten days approximately 700 desperate 
men, women and children refused to eat. 
but their conditions didn’t change. feeling 
despondent and hopeless, some of the 
detainees began to self-harm. 

naseer had been in curtain eight 
months when he heard news from 
Woomera. a friend in detention had an 

illegal radio. Over the airwaves they heard 
that those imprisoned in that centre had 
escaped.

“The news was like a bomb. it 
couldn’t be contained. in one hour every 
single person was talking about it, even 
the children,” naseer explained.

“by midnight, we made the decision 
that at 6 am, everyone would break out. 
no one slept. We were all getting our 
things in order,” he said.

at the appointed hour, 1,000 of the 
1,200 detainees escaped. Within hours, 
they were captured by the Wa police and 
returned to curtain.

“it had one good result. for nine 
months our applications had not been 
touched or looked at. suddenly they 
started opening cases,” naseer said.

“it’s hard for others to understand 
but until i stepped foot on australian soil 
i had never heard of the UnhcR (United 
nations high commissioner for Refugees). 
i didn’t know i could apply and come here. 
lots of arab people are like this. We heard 
about it the first time we were interviewed 
by a case officer. it’s difficult for us to know 
that such a thing exists,” he said.

On 15 august 2000 naseer was 
released from detention along with 500 
others. he was given a temporary protec-
tion visa. 

“i was very happy, very relieved. There 
was disbelief as well. We’d been kept in 
such a desperate way, it took our hopes 
away. 

at first, naseer worked as a security 
guard and taxi driver. although most of 
his friends from detention were living in 
sydney, naseer moved to brisbane. at the 
time, it was the only place he could study 
at Tafe without incurring fees of $10,000 
or more. he completed a diploma in infor-
mation technology and a certificate in 
workplace training and assessment before 
moving to sydney in 2002.

naseer’s first qualified job in sydney 
was for Work Directions australia, where 
he worked as an employment consult-
ant. breakthrough was his next employer. 
There he taught job seekers computer 
skills. at the same time he completed his 
interpreter qualifications and opened a 

private interpreting business. 
On 15 september 2004 naseer was 

granted permanent residency. 
“in the beginning before i was granted 

a permanent visa i thought i would never 
be secure. lots of people on temporary 
protection visas always said ‘let’s see’ but 
i always wanted to do something, study 
etcetera. That really helped me a lot to 
deal with pain of insecurity.”

“That day was one of the best 
moments of my life in australia. it meant 
so much. it gave me a great sense of joy 
and happiness, comfort and relief. a lot of 
brightening, planning for the future.”

asked if he’s concerned about discrim-
ination against refugees, naseer says, “My 
whole life i’ve looked at the brighter side. 
people are enemies of what they don’t 
know. They fear we are illegals, we could 
be anything. Unfortunately that is how 
the media pictured us to the australian 
public and the government just added 
fuel to the fire. 

“i have a strong belief you need to 
get out there, let people know. Don’t be 
ashamed. if we don’t let people know 
what and who we are then how can 
things change?” he said.

naseer joined sTaRTTs in june 2006. 
he is proving an enormous asset to the 
personal support Team. n

Rebecca hinchey
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This year 2,600 refugees from burma 
(Myanmar) will settle in australia, the 
largest number ever. Most will be members 
of the karen ethnic group. Their arrival 
represents a significant increase in the 
karen population in australia, and more 
than doubles the total number of arrivals 
from burma in the last five years. 

Transitions speaks with commu-
nity elder and national president of the 
australian karen Organisation, Mr Mahn 
Orlendo, about how they are faring in 
australia and the struggle for self-deter-
mination in their homeland.

The second largest cultural group in 
burma, the karen have been fighting for 
their autonomy since the country gained 
independence from the british in 1948. 
The first of burma’s eight major ethnic 
groups to settle in this south east asian 
land, the karen arrived more than 2,700 
years ago. 

While there are no official figures, it’s 
estimated that there are between seven 
and 11 million karen people living in burma 
or just over the border in Thailand. Until 
recently the karen have been living in three 
regions of burma, including the Delta and 
pegu areas. however, war, forced removal 
and persecution, have concentrated the 
population in the central mountain ranges 
on the Thai/burma border.

Traditionally the karen are animists, 
believing that spirits inhabit natural objects 
in the environment. however, most have 
now adopted buddhist or christian beliefs, 

while those in more remote areas retain 
their traditional animist practices.

in burma, the karen are forbidden 
from speaking, reading or worshipping 
in their own language. They are officially 
discriminated against in employment, and 
often have to move to remote regions just 
to get work. 

for years, the karen have been victims 
of a vicious and sustained campaign to 
destroy their way-of-life and hopes of 
democracy and self-determination. The 
very early days of their struggle were 
peaceful. however, the karen soon took 
up arms against their oppressors after the 
government attempted to quash their 
dreams through violent means. 

since the 1970s various governments 
have attempted to isolate the movement 
and its supporters by cutting them off from 

food, information and financial support. 
since the notorious military junta 

came to power in 1988 violations of their 
human rights have intensified. villages 
have been bombed, burned or otherwise 
destroyed, the karen forced from their 
homes, their food and crops destroyed 
and their way of life totally disrupted. 
Many karen have been arbitrarily killed or 

raped, while others have been imprisoned 
without trial or following unfair trials. 

in the high altitudes of burma, the 
karen are forced to flee into the jungle to 
escape the violence. During the monsoon 
season they hide without shelter, food or 
medical care, while torrential rain makes it 
almost impossible to run. 

estimates of how many karen have 
escaped over the border to Thailand vary, 
but australian government figures put 
the number at more than one million.

There is little hope for the people 
living in the United nations-run refugee 
camps. Many are still very basic. families 
live in tent-like structures with tarpaulins 
as roofs. 

although children can attend school, 
there are no jobs once they finish their 
studies. They are not allowed outside 

the Un designated area. Most have been 
living in the refugee camps for ten years or 
more. for many of the young adults, living 
in a refugee camp is the only life they have 
known. 

Only in the last two years has australia 
accepted significant numbers of refugees 
from burma. a small trickle that started 
about 20 years ago is now a steady flow. 

Oldest Burmese Group
The Karen community 

seeks Australian haven

For years, the Karen have been victims 
of a vicious and sustained campaign to 
destroy their ways of life and hopes of 
democracy and self-determination.

In Burma, the Karen are forbidden from 
speaking, reading and worshipping in their  
own language

Hill tribe people mother and son from the karen community, thailand

photo by gina smith
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about 100 karen families are living in 
nsW, almost all of them in south-west 
sydney. 

Others live in victoria and Western 
australia. for the first time a group of 
50 newly arrived karen has just settled in 
brisbane.

Most karen arriving in australia come 
with their families, which are typically 
larger than australian families. The karen 
generally have three, four or five children. 
Mr Orlendo estimates that up to half of 
the families coming to australia will have 
lost at least one member to the fighting. 

like many refugee and migrant 
communities before them, karen parents 
and community elders are concerned for 
the welfare of their youth. although very 
few young karen people have gotten into 
serious trouble in australia, Mr Orlendo 
and others in his community wish to keep 
it that way.

 “if the youth aren’t doing well there 
is no future,” he said.

“We want to bring up our children in 
a good way, to give back to this country.”

“[The young people] enjoy the 
freedom. They’ve got extra time on their 
hands but without activities they might go 
the wrong way.” 

The karen community are using a 
variety of strategies to prevent problems 
from developing between generations, or 
between karen youth and other young 
people. 

in guildford they organised a youth 
seminar where the police talked to 
adolescents about drugs. They also wish 
to organise sporting activities but at the 
moment have no meeting place.

“language is one of the main 
problems. The children get irritated at 
school. african children’s communication 
is better than the karen’s,’’ Mr Orlendo 
said.

‘’sometimes the [karen] boys get 
offended and they can’t express their 
feelings so they burst out and punch 
other boys. We try to encourage them to 
complain to a teacher if there is a problem 

but they can’t because of the language 
barrier.”

education is a big issue for both 
parents and children. almost all the karen 
in australia want more education. 

for some karen parents, particularly 
those that came out on a ‘Women at Risk’ 
visa, supporting their children’s education 
is problematic. They have limited educa-
tion themselves and are unable to help 
with their kids’ homework. 

The karen community have set up a 
homework support group in the karen 
baptist church on sundays but they would 
like to do more. now they are looking for 
volunteers to give children and young 
people individual attention at a more 
regular homework club. 

While Mr Orlendo is elated about the 
increased intake of refugees from burma, 
he is concerned that interpreting services 
may find it difficult to meet the demand. 
already there is a shortage of karen inter-
preters, and many in the ethnic group 
are unable to communicate in english or 
burmese. Often, Mr Orlendo and others in 
the community are called upon as volun-
teer interpreters.

like most refugees, the karen are 
trying to gradually deal with the effects 
of their experiences in burma. some have 
trouble sleeping, suffer from nightmares 

and are anxious or depressed. They long 
for the land and culture they left behind. 
Other people become easily irritated 
and find small things can turn into large 
arguments.

Years spent in refugee camps or 
isolated in border villages have also lead 
to some health problems. Teeth problems 
have resulted from poor dental care and 
about one third of families have been 
exposed to hepatitis b. some karen also 
have eye problems as a consequence of 
the trauma they have suffered.

While cultural adjustment is always 
difficult, Mr Orlendo believes that gener-
ally speaking the karen are doing well. 
“We want to express our thanks for the 
assistance given to refugees. We are very 
happy with the help,” he said.

The karen’s hospitality and generos-
ity to others was exemplified in the short 
time Transitions visited Mr Orlendo at his 
fairfield home. laid on the table were 
delicious biscuits and tea. 

a family, recently arrived from the 
refugee camps of Thailand, was staying 
with Mr Orlendo, his wife and seven 
children.  in between our discussions, Mr 
Orlendo answered the telephone, helping 
to solve the various problems of other 
members of his community. n
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Families in 
Cultural Transition 

for newly arrived refugees making connections with mainstream australia is fraught 
with difficulties. adjusting to a new culture is challenging at the best of times, but if you 
are also dealing with the emotional, social and physical effects of persecution, you may 
be starting a new life with a significant handicap.

The recent expansion of sTaRTTs’ families in cultural Transition (ficT) program is 
proving a great success in introducing recent arrivals to their new culture and helping 
them make the links they need to successfully settle here.

The ficT program is a 10-week series of workshops designed to help newly arrived 
refugees learn about australia, its culture and systems, while also addressing some of the 
potential effects of traumatic experiences. 

as naw eh and her daughter Moe Moe, two of sTaRTTs’ newest ficT facilitators 
from the karen ethnic group of burma, say: “ficT has opened the eyes of our commu-
nity. before we felt like we were not connected with australian culture, just with the 
karen community,” Moe Moe said .

“now we know other organisations and other australians and feel more connected. 
When we first came we didn’t know about sTaRTTs, how good they are with torture 
and trauma [victims] and have lots of activities and options to help us,” she said. “now 
we know not only about sTaRTTs but lots of other organisations through preparation 
and sTaRTTs’ referral,” said naw eh. 

participants are given the opportunity to discuss their life prior to arriving in australia 
and how those experiences may be affecting their life now as well as the cultural differ-
ences between their birth country and their new land.

Topics covered in the 10 weeks include the concept of the welfare state, equal-
ity, multiculturalism, democracy, money and budgeting, grief and trauma, communica-
tion and conflict in families, children and parenting, gender, domestic violence, youth, 
employment, health and recreation.

each ficT group is led by people from the same ethnic background as the partici-
pants and from that same culture, who are trained by sTaRTTs. sometimes groups are 
separated along gender lines and sometimes they are mixed, depending on the needs 
of the participants. 

Book Review

My father was captured by the germans 
on the greek island of kephalonia. he 
endured three years of brutal treatment, 
including shipwreck, digging trenches 
for his captors at the Russian front and 
imprisonment in various labour camps 
in siberia and the soviet south.

The second world war did not invent 
torture, it did not invent mass killings 
and brutal arbitrary death. but my 
reading of the second world war in 
search of the individual who was to 
become my father led me to one 
inescapable truth: the inhumanity of 
man to his fellow man can have no limits. how can 
one begin to understand the inhumanity of the death 
camps – the industrialisation of death?

The war killed in excess of twenty million Russians, 9 
million germans, six million poles, six million jews…... 
but it was the killing of the jews which struck me with 
uncomprehending wonder. how could an advanced, 
civilized society such as germany was before the War 
investigate, research, plan and execute such a barba-
rous crime? in reading this story i realised we are all 
victims, we are all jews. The killing of my neighbour is 
the death of me.

it is this thinking that motivates Tanya Reinhart, whom i 
had the privilege to hear on her visit to sydney last year. 
Tanya is a professor of linguistics at Tel aviv University. 
she is a jew living in israel, an israel that, in her view, 
is betraying her deepest principles. her principles of 
being humane to your enemy, of understanding your 
neighbour’s needs, of being quite simply human. in 
her extraordinary book, The Road Map to nowhere, 
Ms Reinhart explores the history of the occupation of 
palestine since 2003, the policy of containment of the 
palestinian people, of unilateral disengagement, of 
brutal repression and bloody reprisal, of the descent 
into nihilistic despair.

Ms Reinhart will be accused by some 
of distorting the truth, of identify-
ing too closely with the enemy, but 
in my estimation she is closer to the 
answer than all of the protagonists she 
describes. from ehud barak to ariel 
sharon and his hapless successor, ehud 
Olmert the policies pursued by israel 
have led to massive hardships for the 
palestinian people – our neighbours. if 
we are jews, the palestinians are our 
neighbours. Ms Reinhart is nothing if 
not direct. she does not shrink from 
calling things by their name: she 
accuses sharon of “ethnic cleansing”. 

since 2002, “sharon started a massive project of ethnic 
cleansing in the areas of the West bank bordering israel. 
his wall project robs the land farmed by the palestin-
ian villages in these areas, imprisons whole towns and 
leaves their residents with little means of sustenance.” 
she further claims that the gaza strip “remains a big 
prison, completely sealed off from the outside world, 
nearing starvation and terrorized from land, sea and air 
by the israeli army”.

Tanya Reinhart’s critique of israeli policy is as powerful 
as it is direct. her insight into the complex forces at play 
in the cauldron of the middle-east with the continu-
ing crisis in the relationship of israeli and palestinian 
deserves our attention. 

is the answer brutish force? after a generation or more 
of fighting it is questionable that force is the answer. as 
Mr bush, Mr sharon’s most loyal backer, has learned to 
his detriment in the deserts of iraq, it is only through 
dialogue that an answer that suits all contenders in the 
crucible of israel/palestine can be reached.

We are all israelis/palestinians. We are all survivors of 
that holocaust. We are all my father’s children. 

george Mansaray, who arrived in 
australia less than one year ago, is the first 
facilitator from the sierra leone communi-
ty. he said he wished ficT had been avail-
able when he first arrived in australia.

“before you come to australia there’s 
a massive-scale orientation for three or 
four days. What you’re supposed to do, 
what money is, etcetera. Really, it’s not 
enough. You see pictures, nice houses, 
you see plastic money,” george said.

“all of those things are in the back 
of your mind. You think you are going to 
heaven. On arrival and with less pressure 
on you, it’s the honeymoon period.”

“after that the honeymoon period is 
gone. You want to study, need a job, bills 
are coming in and you need to pay the 
rent. You’re into another phase,” he says.

“That’s what we’re facilitating in the 
ficT sessions for new arrivals. i didn’t 
have that opportunity to be taught. even 
when i was here for the first few months 
someone would have to come with me. i 
didn’t know how to look up a street direc-
tory.” “What we are trying to do is help 
people become independent, do things 
on their own, empower them,” he said.

Reflecting on the modules that deal 
with past experiences of torture and 
trauma george believes they had a great 
impact on both, himself and the group. 

“The module where people disclose 
some of their experiences was really upset-
ting. but it was helpful for the group to 
know the different stages refugees go 
through, the things that happen,” he says.

“You know you don’t have to be 
part of it [violence and torture], but as a 
witness it can have an impact on you … 
it was good to be able to talk about what 
happens and to know it is happening to 
other refugees too,” he stated. n

The Road Map to Nowhere – Israel/Palestine since 2003
Tanya Reinhart
Published by verso September 2006, 248 pages
Reviewed by vincent Sicari

STARTTS is now holding 
FICT groups for the 
Southern Sudanese, 
Mandaean, Karen,  
Sierra Leone and Tibetan 
communities.  
More groups are planned 
for the near future. 
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The nsW service for the Treatment and Rehabilitation of a 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.

Opened in 1988, sTaRTTs is one of australia’s leading organisations for the 
treatment of torture and trauma survivors.




