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Message from STARTTS
By JORGE AROCHE,
Executive Director
Welcome to the 22nd issue of Transitions.
The last few months have been a particularly
eventful period for STARTTS, and the next
few months promise to be just as hectic. As
foreshadowed in our last issue, STARTTS has
become an Affiliated Health Organization (AHO)
since the 1st of July 2009. As many of you who
joined us at our 20th Anniversary celebration
would remember, this was announced at that
event by the Hon Barbara Perry, Minister for
Local Government, and Minister Assisting the
Minister for Health (Mental Health) and state
Member for Auburn.
I regard this as a very positive change that will
increase our capacity to pursue new options and
opportunities to enhance the range of services
we provide to our client group. Essentially this
change means that while STARTTS will continue
to be deemed part of the Health System of
NSW, it will continue to provide the same range
of services, will still receive funding from the
NSW Government, but will be doing so as a
Not for Profit, Non Government Organization
affiliated to the NSW Health system.
While being a legal entity, in its own right,
will have a range of administrative advantages
that we aim to translate into enhanced service
provision, we expect that, particularly from our
clients’ perspective, it will be business as usual
for STARTTS.
This is just as well. In the context of increased
numbers of refugees settling in NSW and the
exacerbation of already difficult situations in the
homeland of some of our clients groups, such
as Karen from Burma and Tamils from Sri Lanka,
the demand for our services and support is
greater than ever.

This issue of Transitions mirrors this level of
activity, with a range of thought provoking
articles featuring an exclusive interview with
the US-based Darius Rejali, internationally
recognised expert on government torture and
interrogation. It precedes an article arising
from the International Society for Health and
Human Rights conference in Peru, on the
Istanbul Protocol. The Protocol is a system for
documenting torture which helps to provide
reliable evidence for court.
Also examining the cruelty of human beings
are two articles covering rape in war. Dr Eileen
Pittaway writes an extremely powerful piece
about this devastating topic, while ‘Helen’
bravely shares how a life of sexual slavery has
left deep and painful imprints on her life.
From Amnesty International’s Graham Thom,
we hear about the experience of Palestinian
refugees stuck in Syria. In this issue you can also
read about the troubles in the ‘paradise’ of Fiji,
an update on the situation in Zimbabwe, the
healing power of art and martial arts and the
convergence of spirituality and psychology. As
well we have included a special tribute to the
late Hassan Omar, Chair of the Horn of African
Relief and Development Agency.
Enjoy the read.
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Fiji’s illegitimate military government refuses to hold
elections and the recent crackdown on the judiciary and the
media could mark the beginning of the end of democracy.
OLGA YOLDI reports.

Trouble in Paradise
W

hen travelling in Fiji and sailing through its many islands, it is easy to be overwhelmed by the sheer
beauty of the surroundings. You find blue lagoons, hushed rainforests, white sandy beaches, perfect
white orchids, unspoiled coral reefs teeming with colourful tropical fish and friendly people. You feel
you cannot get any closer to paradise. But beyond the palm-tree fronds of the beach resorts, there is another Fiji,
a country struggling economically and politically.
Since December 2006, Fiji has been ruled by military strongman, Commodore Frank Bainimarama,
following a bloodless coup in which he ousted elected Prime Minister Laisenia Qarase and named himself
interim Prime Minister. This was not the first time Fiji had experienced political turmoil of this type. Three
other coups have marked two decades of political and economic instability.
However, last April the country experienced another political crisis. When the Court of Appeal
ruled that the military government was illegally appointed and that democracy should be
reinstated as soon as possible, President Ratu Josefa Iloilo dissolved parliament, sacked the
judges, abrogated the constitution, declared a 30-day state of emergency, and reinstated
Bainimarama as interim Prime Minister. Bainimarama, who insists his rule is legitimate,
has said there will not be democratic elections until 2014. But five years is a long time.
International condemnation appears to have little impact on Bainimarama. If
democracy is not restored soon, he runs the risk of turning Fiji into an isolated
nation, and an irrelevant, small dot in the ocean.
At the moment anyone that opposes the government is in trouble.
Last April three foreign TV journalists were deported. According
to ABC Pacific correspondent Sean Dorney, the Ministry
of Information controls media outlets to prevent the
publication or broadcast of reports that have the
potential to cause ‘disorder’.
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trouble in paradise – fiji

There was a hope that the cycle of
coups would come to an end when
demographics changed.

Fiji’s military leader
Frank Bainimarama

Under emergency measures, the police have the power to
arrest, detain or question anyone having a meeting in a public
place. All this is contributing to a climate of tension and fear
where Fijians cannot talk freely to anybody.
In the last two years Fiji’s economy has deteriorated rapidly.
The country has been affected by a series of devastating floods
as well as the global impact of the economic downturn on
tourism and exports. Preventing the collapse of Fiji’s economy is
critical, not only for Fiji but also for the stability of the region.
Bainimarama says he will bring much needed change to Fiji, but
this remains to be seen.
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Most historians agree that colonialism has shaped the Fiji
of today. The British were in Fiji from 1874 to 1970. The first
Governor Sir Arthur Gordon inherited a bankrupt administration,
where one quarter of its population had died of measles. To help
bring the colonial administration out of bankruptcy, Sir Arthur
leased large areas of land to Australian firm, Colonial Sugar
Refining Company for sugar-cane growing. He forbade the sale
of Fijian land to non-Fijians and preserved the native language
and culture, but he limited Fijians’ involvement in commerce and
politics. From 1889 to 1916 the British brought around 60,000
Indians to Fiji as indentured labourers to work in the sugar
plantations.
Other Indians migrated voluntarily in the 1920s and 30s.
Today their descendents make up 37 percent of the population
while Fijians are now a majority of 60 percent. The two
communities were kept apart for a long time.
When the British left in 1970, Fiji could not escape its own
racially divided past. “At the time of independence we essentially
had three different communities, each with its own contrasting
expectations of its place in society,” says Indo-Fijian, historian
and academic Brij V Lal. “You had the indigenous, who felt
entitled to rule, the Indo-Fijian community which believed in the

principle of parity and equality and the European community,
who, even though small in numbers, made a large contribution
to the economy and wanted to preserve its privileged position in
society.”
“So you had all the ingredients in place on the eve of
independence but no overarching sense of consciousness as
a nation, as a cohesive society, and that was the fundamental
problem that remained unarticulated…”
Post-colonial politics were dominated by Ratu Sir Kamises
Mara, and the Alliance Party which combined the traditional
Fijian chiefly system with leading elements of the Western
democratic system. The main opposition, the National Federation
Party represented mainly rural Indo-Fijians. For many years intercommunal relations were managed without serious confrontation
and Fiji enjoyed almost two decades of relative peace.
But all that came to an end in 1987, when LieutenantColonel Sitiveni Rabuka’s gunmen stormed the Fijian Parliament
ousting Prime Minister Dr Timoci Bavadra and his Labour Party.
Bavadra, who had brought a change of government for the first
time since independence, had a majority Indo-Fijian support.
But fears by right-wing elements, who were worried about the
possible erosion of Fijian rights, were behind the coup, which
Rabuka ran under the slogan “Fiji for Fijians”.
After the coup, Governor General Ratu Sir Pania Gailau
dissolved parliament, dismissed the ministry, and continued
governing under a State of Emergency. After a month of
deadlocked negotiations, a settlement was finally reached.
Rabuka was unhappy with it, so he staged a second coup,
overthrowing his own illegally appointed interim government.
He proclaimed Fiji a republic, appointed himself as head of
state and changed the 1970 constitution, cementing indigenous
political domination. Indo-Fijians were on edge. More than
12,000 left the country, and the economy deteriorated rapidly.

Fiji was expelled from the Commonwealth but was
readmitted in 1997 when Rabuka resigned as head of state and
a new and more balanced constitution was enacted, in which
both indigenous Fijians and Indo-Fijians were allocated seats in
parliament, proportional to the numbers of the population at the
time.
Rabuka and President Mara supported the constitutional
amendments, but indigenous Fijian parties opposed it. According
to Brij V Lal, many Fijians felt that Rabuka had let them down by
compromising too much to give Fiji a balanced, truly multiracial
constitution.
Elections in 1999 saw the Labour Party’s leader Mahendra
Chaudhry become the first Indo-Fijian prime minister. At the time,
journalist Anita Purcell Sojlund wrote: “His term was not going to
be easy. His abrasive and confrontational leadership style would
not help.” Chaudhry promised to address social inequalities by
introducing land leases. Land tenure is a contentious issue in Fiji,
where Indigenous Fijians own 87 percent of land and Indo-Fijians
have to lease it for sugar cane farming instead of buying it.
In March 2000, ten thousand indigenous Fijians marched
through the streets of Suva demanding Chaudhry stop making
decisions regarding the mahogany forests and the renewal of land
leases. Chaudhry didn’t have a chance to make reforms. A few
months later Fijian nationalist George Speight seized government
at gun point and held the prime minister and his Cabinet hostage
for 56 days. Speight was supported by members of Fiji’s special
forces, the Counter Revolutionary Warfare Unit that Rabuka had
established in 1987.
The military, led by its Chief Bainimarama intervened and
arrested Speight who was convicted of treason. Most political
commentators at the time said that economic interests were
behind this coup.
Speight, who was the chairman of the Fiji Pine Company,
before being sacked by Chaudhry, was negotiating for an

American real estate developer who had put in a bid to log the
forests. But when Chaudhry awarded the logging to another
bidder, Speight used nationalist ideals to push his own economic
agenda.
In November of that year, there was a mutiny in the military.
Eight soldiers died and there was an attempt to assassinate
Bainimarama by the coup instigators.
After the coup, Bainimarama didn’t put Chaudhry back into
office, instead he appointed former banker, Laisenia Qarase as
interim Prime Minister. At the August 2001 elections he won a
majority.
But tensions between Qarase and Bainimarama soon
started to surface. Arguments revolved around Qarase’s plans to
downsize the military forces and over the reconciliation act to
pardon the instigators of the 2000 coup.
Qarase sacked Bainimarama while he was in the Middle East
in October 2006. Talks in Wellington, New Zealand, to heal the
rift between the two resulted in Qarase accepting Bainimarama’s
demands. But when they arrived back in Fiji, Bainimarama accused
Qarase of lying about the talks and staged his coup. He accused
the government of being involved in patronage, corruption and
nepotism and that this was inappropriate in a democratic country.
However Bainimarama was accused of behaving more like a
dictator than a defender of democracy.
Four coups and a mutiny in the space of two decades have
damaged Fiji’s social fabric as well as confidence in the political
system. One has to ask if Fiji is a case where democracy is failing.
Academic Dr Tupeni Baba says that Fiji may have developed a
coup culture, which began with Rabuka. “Fiji will continue to have
coups in the future because such a concept is ingrained in the
country’s political culture and as such has become naturalised.”
New Zealand academic Roderick Alley, writes that: “Once
tasted, the coup experience can regenerate and mutate
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trouble in paradise – fiji

Since taking power Bainimarama has neutralised his opponents, crippled
Fiji’s democratic institutions and abolished the Great Council of Chiefs

providing local operational knowledge (how to do it), or arousing
and fraternity, while more traditional indigenous concepts have
expectations that once disappointed, inspire fresh recourse to
to do with mutual recognition, continuity and consent.
violence. This compounds risk and uncertainty.”
“Traditional authority is based on the customary traditions of
There was hope that the cycle of coups would come to an
a community, embodied in the people’s way of life, transmitted
end when demographics changed. For much of the past 50 years
through cultural traditions, and helped by principles of consensus
indigenous Fijians and Indo-Fijians were each 50 per cent of the
of mutual recognition and consent. This is opposed to the values
population and the electorate. As a result, it was possible for
of democracy,” Larmour writes. He says that traditional leaders,
either of the two groups to win elections and form governments.
who are part of the government system, are expected to unite and
So one side was always in opposition and the other always in
lead cultural diversity, while in a customary and traditional system
government.
they would only govern a smaller and closely knit community or
Academic Jon Fraenkel recently told ABC radio, that as the
clan.
Fijians over the last 20 years or so had moved into being a clear
Tereisa Teaiwa, head of the Pacific Studies Faculty at New
majority, it was reasonable to hope that the source of coups was
Zealand’s Victoria University, has called on the Pacific’s indigenous
likely to be less intense. “However, the 2006 coup blows that
peoples to engage in the creation of alternative models of
theory out of the water because now it is clear that there is more
leadership more akin to their cultures. “Many multi-ethnic
than one source of coups, and that the military itself is a source of
nations have inherited an ‘authority vacuum’ which needs to be
coups. And it is extremely difficult
filled with a new-style of Pacific
to know how Fiji can ever remove
leadership,” she said. However,
the military from its political life,”
she has not described what a newFraenkel said.
style Pacific leadership solution
Some believe the current
would look like.
leadership model is not suitable
for Fiji because it is based on
Listening to Bainimarama,
Academic Jon Fraenkel
western democratic values, but
one might think that he wants
also incorporates some elements of traditional leadership through
a new leadership style, a new system that ensures equality and
the Great Council of Chiefs.
moves forward from the political model established by the British
Under the constitution, the Great Council of Chiefs has a
colonists.
number of roles. The most important is to decide who should be
Stewart Firth, from the Australian National University, wrote
President and Vice President. It has been argued that traditional
that the 2006 coup was a modernist orientation. “Bainimarama
and modern systems of government are not compatible and that
sees his coup as a ‘good governance’ coup that will sweep away
combining the two has been problematic.
Fiji’s endless preoccupation with race and replace it with nationPeter Larmour’s Political Status Report in the Pacific to the
building modernity, in which race is no longer relevant … he
Commonwealth Secretariat indicated that constitutional and
seeks to remove ethnic politics and bad politicians, dispel bad
liberal democracies promoted concepts such as liberty, equality
inclinations such as greed and prejudice and comprehensively

“It is extremely difficult to know
how Fiji can ever remove the
military from its political life.”
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remake Fiji so that it can eventually be returned to multiracial
democracy in virtuous shape …”
The way to achieve this equality, Bainimarama has indicated,
is through electoral reforms that remove racial discrimination
against the Indo-Fijian minority and by eliminating corruption
through the Independent Commission Against Corruption.
However, since taking power, he has neutralised his
opponents, crippled Fiji’s democratic institutions and abolished
the Great Council of Chiefs. Bainimarama must be concerned
about the possibility of an Indigenous Fijian revolt. After all he
ousted Qarase who had won 89 percent of the indigenous vote.
ABC correspondent Sean Dorney says “If there were an
election now no matter what system you introduce the Indigenous
Fijians would win because they are a majority. Qarase would win.
Bainimarama doesn’t want him.”
The armed forces (90 percent are Indigenous Fijians) appear to
support him. This may be the case because anyone who has been
disloyal to him has been removed. According to most political
commentators he has looked after the army well. Soldiers are
paid well, have secure employment and many families depend
on these salaries.
The army has grown to a force of 3,500 soldiers, very large
for a population of 880,000, particularly since there is no threat
from neighbouring countries. It grew rapidly after 1978 because
of the opportunities and demand for international peacekeeping.
Fijian soldiers have served in south Lebanon, East Timor,
Solomon Islands, Boungainville and in the British Army, where
more than 2000 Fijian soldiers are now serving in Afghanistan
and Iraq. Others are now employed as guards and escorts for
private security firms in Iraq.
The role of the army in ending the rule of law in Fiji may make
them inappropriate to engage in the maintenance of law and
order in the international community. According to The Australian
newspaper, the Australian and New Zealand governments told
the UN they want a halt on any new hiring of Fijian soldiers to
serve as peacekeepers on international missions.
Apart from banning Bainimarama from the Pacific Islands
Forum, the international community is not willing to intervene
to restore democracy. Prime Minister Kevin Rudd said “Australia
condemns unequivocally this action by the military ruler of Fiji
to turn this great country into virtually a military dictatorship,
with the suspension of freedom of the press and actions which
undermine the prosperity for the ordinary people.”
Foreign Minister Stephen Smith appears to be opposed to
sanctions. “One of the very serious adverse consequences of the
move to a military regime in Fiji has been a serious decline in the
economic and social circumstances of the Fijian people. We don’t
want to add to that. On the contrary, we want to see not just a
return to democracy but an economic and social recovery for the
people of Fiji.”
Economic recovery might prove difficult, as the global
recession has had an impact on an economy already hurt by the

coups. According to professor Biman Prasad, from the University
of the South Pacific, Fiji has had a crisis of confidence in the last
20 years. “When investors are not certain about the rule of law,
and governments are not consistent with their economic policies
… we lose. We lose on tourists, we lose on remittances and
we lose on more targeted aid from donor countries,” he said.
“And all this combined puts together a formula which is quite
destructive …”
Indeed, Fiji has been hampered by trade and budget deficits,
making it one of the world’s largest per-capita recipients of aid.
For many years, sugar and textile exports drove Fiji’s economy.
However, neither industry is competing effectively in globalised
markets. To make matters worse the European Union (EU) has
cut a US$350 million subsidy to assist the sugar industry. It has
announced that money will not be forthcoming until Fiji cleans
up its human rights situation and moves back to democracy.
China, on the other hand, is willing to support Fiji without
any strings attached. A recent Lowy Institute report on China’s
estimated aid program in the Pacific, revealed an increase in aid,
from US$26 million in 2006, to a staggering $160 million in 2007.
Australia only provided A$26.9 million. According to the Sydney
Morning Herald, the Fiji Electricity Authority and the Chinese
Development Bank signed a US$70 million loan agreement to
commence construction of the Naarivatu Hydropower project.
Chinese loans are also helping to fund other infrastructure projects
in Fiji. This is worrying Australia. The possibility of Fiji turning to
China could undermine Australia’s competing influence in the
region.
Removing the military from political life won’t be easy. The
question is, should Australia simply wait the five years before the
President’s scheduled elections in 2014? Or should it intervene
before Fiji becomes another failed state in the Pacific? Failed states
tend to attract transnational crime, illegal trade and terrorism.
In 2003 Australian troops landed in the Solomon Islands
to rescue what had become a failed state. Australia justified its
intervention as necessary in the age of terrorism. They waited
three years before sending troops, after having refused entreaties
from the then Prime Minister Bartholomew Ulufa’alu, who was
ousted in a coup in June 2000. Many thought it was too late.
Most political commentators believe an intervention
would be unwise. Former Fijian Land Forces Commander, Jone
Baledrokadroka says: “Australian troops would face operational
problems on the streets of Suva and, as in the Solomon Islands,
Canberra would encounter major difficulties in the rebuilding of
the state when the crisis has passed.”
There are other options, sanctions being one of them, but
while they would help undermine the military, they could also
damage the economy further. Baledrokadroka says that the
primary force in ending this slide towards a failing state must come
from within Fiji. But that won’t happen until Fiji’s fundamental
problem –who should rule and for whom, is resolved. n
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torture and
democracy
Iranian born DARIUS REJALI is a professor of
political science at Reed College in the US, and an
internationally recognised expert on government
torture and interrogation. He has spent his
career reflecting on violence and on the causes,
consequences and meaning of modern torture. His
work spans concerns in political science, philosophy,
sociology, anthropology, history and critical social
theory. His book Torture and Democracy won the
2007 Human Rights Book of the Year Award from
the American Political Science Association. Rejali
was recently a visiting professor at the School of
Historical and Philosophical Inquiry at the University
of Sydney. He spoke to OLGA YOLDI
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torture & democracy

OY: In your new book Torture and Democracy you write
about your own background as an Iranian-American trying
to understand how torture was impacting on Iran and its
evolution in modern times. Did political developments in
Iran lead you to this subject?
DR: Many people were interested in the question of why
the revolution went wrong in Iran. I wasn’t. I was only interested
in the continuity of violence throughout the different political
systems, and the reasons why human beings always reach out
for the same tools to solve problems, when they could be solved
through other methods.
I used Iran to show that while old ritualistic, public torture
would disappear over time, torturers would survive and new
techniques would appear, which I will call ‘modern torture’. I grew
up in Iran at a time when the Shah’s secret police, the SAVAK,
would torture Islamic and Marxist insurgents. No one thought
torture was incompatible with modernity. It wasn’t the first time
I’ve heard torturers say how important they are in making their
country safe for economic development.
On the other hand, everyone seems to forget that the
Iranian revolution was a revolution against torture. When the
Shah criticised Khomayni as backward and Islamic, Khomayni
replied, “look who is talking, the man who tortures”. This was
a powerful rhetoric for attracting people. In fact many men and
women joined the revolution because of the Shah’s brutality, and
Iranians remembered who helped him gain power. Torture not
only shaped the revolution, it was the factor that has poisoned
the relationship of Iran with the West.
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When is torture used by democratic regimes? You mention
there is a demand and supply for torture.
Torture has a long history in the world’s democracies. It existed
in ancient Greece and Rome. Modern democracies simply have a
different history of torture, one that we often forget. Even though,
the democratic record is not as bad as that of authoritarian states.
Before WWII the British, the Americans and the French all
had practised organised torture. The British and French did it in
their colonies, the Americans in the Philippines and internally in
the US. Sometimes it was done in collusion with local officials.
Other times with the approval of governments and all of this was
done long before the CIA existed.
There are some misconceptions about torture. Torture won’t
cease when governments change. My studies of torture in Iran
show that it changes the least when governments change. In fact
it changes most in periods of political stability.
Many people believe that torture mostly works in war; that
it arises from national emergencies, from a genuine or perceived
threat. However, it normally takes place in periods of dramatic
change - rapid economic modernisations, where there are vast
class differences.
In democratic countries torture is also used when ethnic,
religious or political divisions threaten the unity of the state, or
when states target those that are not considered to be citizens,
such as refugees and the marginalised. In those cases, police use

torture not so much for information but to intimidate people and
make sure they don’t go to certain areas of town, so streets are
kept ‘safe’. This happens in places like Mexico City, Sao Paulo,
Johannesburg and Mumbai.
The poor know what would happen to them if they slept on
the wrong bench, or walked in the wrong area. So yes, torture
can actually shape the entire structure of cities without people
even knowing about it.
The demand for torture can also arise from a very peculiar
source: from decommissioned soldiers coming from war. Military
police go to war and learn torture techniques, when they return
they get jobs in the local police or security agencies where they
tend to use the techniques they learnt and used in war. That has
happened in France and the US.
In the US today the debate seems to focus exclusively on
the effectiveness of torture -whether it is a useful tool for
getting the truth, or not. How about the broader ethical
consequences of the use of torture? You mentioned there
are better methods of gathering information.
Torture does not work for information. In fact, it has a very
high error rate. Statistics reveal that if you arrest 10,000 to
20,000 people and torture all of them, you might need to torture
between 20 and 70 innocent people for each accurate piece of
information.
Sometimes torture can generate false confessions. Juries value
confessions as decisive proof, so police are happy to generate
confessions for convictions in any way they can. It happened
in Chicago where some African Americans were sentenced to
death on the basis of coerced confessions. Police can also use
false confessions as blackmail to turn prisoners into unwilling
informants. Also when judges allow indefinite detention without
charges, torture is almost inevitable. This is what triggered the
Japanese torture crisis in the 1980s.
It is also true that torturers often hear what they want to
hear. Even if torture could actually break a person, and he or
she told the truth, the torturer has to recognise it was the truth,
and too often that doesn’t happen because torturers may make
their own assumptions and may not believe the victim. Thus
intelligence gathering is especially vulnerable to deception. In
police work, the crime is already known; all one wants is the
confession. In intelligence, one must gather information about
things that one does not know. And let’s say, torturers aren’t
chosen for their intelligence and sophistication, they are chosen
for their devotion and loyalty, and they are terrible at spotting the
truth when they see it.
Torture is one of the most corrosive practices a government
can endorse. It destroys the victims, the perpetrators. It sets in
motion corruptive forces that destroy the judicial, intelligence
and military institutions. Its presence lingers for decades. We have
seen the evidence right now in the US.
The good news is we can put an end to organised torture in
society. This is not very hard. Americans eliminated torture from
the domestic policing system in the 1930s quite effectively and

there is no reason why they cannot do it again. What is needed
is clear authority to enforce the rules, punishment for infraction
of the rules, regular medical inspections and legal authority to
prosecute those applying it.
The question in the big debate is, how can the government
obtain intelligence in insurgency warfare for counterterrorism? All
of us want good counterterrorism policies, but torture is a lousy
counterterrorism policy. A Japanese manual for interrogation
found in Burma in 1943 indicated: “Torture for interrogation
is the clumsiest method and it makes a fool of those who are
prepared to use it”. This was written by the Japanese. This is not
something that was published by Amnesty International.
In 1942 the Czech resistance killed Reinhart Heydrich, Chief
of Reich Main Security Office in Prague, to protect Czechoslovakia.
Hitler wanted to arrest the killer. The Gestapo arrested all three of
the assassins but to achieve that they arrested, tortured and killed
7,542 individuals including annihilating two villages. They also got
100 resistance members they were looking for. After that, Heinz
Pannwitz, Head of the Anti Sabotage Section suggested public
cooperation would be a better means of obtaining information.
He said “build rapport and put out a reward”. Shortly after,
the Gestapo received about 100 tips from local people. The
chief of the Czech resistance himself walked into the Gestapo
headquarters and betrayed the entire operation. He collected the
reward and lived happily until the end of the war, when he was
executed for treason by his own people.
The Gestapo used informers in many other countries during
its occupation. Unfortunately they used torture again when they
started to loose the war. Post-war studies proved the Gestapo
was correct. If you don’t have public cooperation the chances of
even solving a crime falls to less than 10 percent.
So torture is not only a bad source of intelligence, but also
destroys the only thing that we know works: public cooperation.
So, collaboration interviews, soft skills, and engaging with those
that defect and cross over, are the techniques to use. The British
used them during WWII and managed to catch 42,000 individuals
across the channel without torturing anyone of them.
You have described torture as a craft, a profession that
is passed on from one another. What types of torture
techniques are most used today and where did they
originate?
Soldiers learn how to torture from other soldiers. Like any
other crafts, torturers acquire certain habits, certain ways of doing
things. That is why different nations use different techniques.
One of the things about torture is that there is great consistency,
even in the absence of schools for centralised training.
The most popular are the French and Anglo-Saxon
techniques. The French style combines electricity with water. The
Anglo-Saxon style uses a combination of stress positions, sleep
deprivation and exhaustion exercises.
The French techniques were initially used by the French in
their colonial outposts in 1931, and were adopted in other places.
They were also used by the Nazis, who picked them from the

Vichy police. The first case of electro-torture documented in the
US was on anarchists in New York in 1910. These clean torture
techniques were initially used by slave traders to punish slaves
without leaving any scars on their bodies since scars reduced the
price of slaves.
The Soviet model involved psycho-prisons, where prisoners
were falsely diagnosed with a mental illness such as schizophrenia
and were subjected to extremely painful medical procedures. This
is no longer used.
Sleep deprivation reduces the ability of the body to tolerate
pain. It causes aches on the lower part of the body and makes
victims more sensitive to the pain caused by heat, electricity and
punches. This is applied in combination with stress positions.
Sleep deprivation, among other things, produces hypnotic effects.
That is why the Spanish inquisitors never used it.
Today the scarring techniques are less valuable. In the age
of human rights many people can document torture and expose
governments. So clean techniques are the ones most used.
Allegations of torture using clean techniques are less credible
since there is nothing to show for it. People will react more to
what they see than to what they hear. You can protest against
violence that you can see, violence you cannot see, it is more
difficult. Would Americans have been outraged by the Abu
Ghraib torture without the pictures?
There is no sharp line between international and domestic
policing and what happens out there will always come back
home. Electro-torture spread among police forces around the
world in the 1960s. The number of countries using it doubled
within a decade. It spread in Latin America and the Middle East
in the 1970s, Asia and Africa in the 1980s and in Southern and
Easter Europe in the 1990s.
Waterboarding was used by the Americans in the Philippines
in 1905. In the 1920s this same technique was used in police
states in the American South. Likewise, torture techniques used
in Chicago had been introduced by the Americans in Vietnam.
And techniques used post-9/11 had been used in detention
centres overseas and immigration prisons in Miami in the 1990s.
So that is how these techniques spread around. So I would say
that usually torture has a 20-year shadow.
In your book you write about the professionalisation
and de-professionalisation of torture. You write that
clean torture has become increasingly sophisticated, and
as a result, needs the input of professionals like doctors,
psychologists, even lawyers. On the other hand torture has
a de-professionalisation effect as well.
When torture is clean there is a requirement for an expert to
determine the damage done or not done on the victim. Doctors
have ended up being on the front line. In fact they have become
dangerous. Many doctors and psychologists are horrified to
see their peers implicated directly or indirectly in the practice
of torture. This has led to the polarisation of the entire medical
profession. The professionals most at risk are those that work in
prisons, or for the state.
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Nowadays both sides are using doctors. Organisations such
as Amnesty International use them to forensically identify the use
of torture. States also use doctors to hide the effects of torture.
Doctors can also become the greatest risk to the state if they
decide to speak up and release medical information. They can
also be powerful forces that can help the cause of human rights
as well. Most people seem to forget that among the reasons
that led the British Labour government to its collapse in the
early 1980s was the prison doctors, working in Northern Ireland
prisons, when they released to the press reports about routine
torture and systematic abuse occurring in those prisons.
Torture has a well known de-professionalisation effect as
well. During the Bush administration many professionals were
so disgusted with what was happening that they retired in large
numbers from the CIA and FBI. The de-professionalisation effect
is still present in the CIA.
When governments authorise torture a split always occurs.
In some cases many people are drawn to government service
because they want to be the ‘Jack Powers’ of tomorrow. In the
1970s the Brazilian military turned on its own torturers recognising
that torture leads to military indiscipline, black marketeering, and
bureaucratic revolution when military units refuse to take orders
from generals.
On the other hand, once you have people whose careers have
been wrapped up in some form or another in the authorisation of
torture, you have within the bureaucracy a group of people who
are deeply resistant to any kind of investigation or reconciliation.
Argentina has had to face military insurrections whenever these
cases come public. The same thing happened when De Gaulle
decided the Algerian war was a mistake and wanted to put an
end to it. The resistance within the military was so enormous that
it nearly brought the Fifth French Republic down.
At least the US military is not resistant to any investigation.
This is a good sign.
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How is President Obama dealing with the torture legacy that
he inherited from the Bush Administration? A month after
making public once-classified Justice Department memos,
detailing the Bush Administration’s coercive methods of
interrogation, he has indicated he won’t disclose them.
Also he says he will seek to block the court ordered release
of photographs depicting the abuse of detainees held by
US authorities abroad. Why is that?
The reasons are twofold. First he got pushed back by General
Taguba who was part of the Abu Ghraib investigations. He said to
Obama “If you are going to fight in Afghanistan you don’t want
to undermine military enthusiasm”. Also, Prime Minister Maliki
from Iraq opposed the release. He told Obama that as soon as the
photographs were released the security situation in Iraq would
be destroyed. He had to calculate the consequences of all that.
There is plenty of evidence that torture was systematically
used by the US military because techniques, used in Kandahar by
the various units of the infantry division, were brought by them
to Iraq, and were used in Guantanamo. When we have multiple

accounts of torture being applied in different places, using the
same techniques, with a high level of consistency, we can say that
torture was in fact a standard operating procedure. There is also
evidence that the US military copied CIA techniques.
Those memos, even if they didn’t cause the torture crisis,
they were cover-ups. The cover-ups are always worse than the
actual authorisation, as it shows that people had set out to lie
and deceive. The problem with many of the documents is that
they are written in this hyper-legal language that doesn’t describe
precisely what actually happened on the ground.
Once a government authorises torture three things happen:
the number of people you are allowed to torture increases, the
number of techniques used also increases and the units that
authorise it increasingly become less responsible. This happened
with the Gestapo. Memos of the Gestapo showed the difference
between what they intended to do and what actually happened
on the ground.
Most people think that torture only affects the victims but it
also affects the perpetrators. People don’t realise there is such a
thing as ‘atrocity related trauma’ or secondary trauma. Soldiers
are vulnerable to secondary trauma. They hold it back and don’t
seek help but are haunted by it. Many carry the guilt and tend
to abuse drugs and alcohol. No wonder the suicide rates among
returned soldiers is going up.
So many returning soldiers are a danger to themselves and
to others and there is no funding for treatment. About a month
ago when a sergeant was admitted for psychiatric treatment,
he thought he didn’t need to be there and shot some of the
psychologists and patients. This is a dangerous and deeply
explosive situation.
Many doctors don’t differentiate atrocity related trauma
from other types of war trauma. That is part of the problem.
To acknowledge that someone has atrocity related trauma is to
acknowledge a war crime. This is not possible within the structure
in the military. There are also reports that indicate there is pressure
for psychologists not to diagnose soldiers with post-traumatic
stress disorder because it would mean the soldier is unfit for
command and duty, and there is tremendous military pressure
now because generals want their soldiers right at the front.
There has been an unprecedented shift in the US with
the election of President Obama, who appears to be
determined to eradicate torture in the US. How challenging
is this going to be?
I have spoken on the subject of torture across the US since
2004. When I began speaking in New York and San Francisco or
Chicago I would attract a crowd of 100 or 200 people. Gradually
I received invitations from what I would call ‘small town America’,
places where the kids go to war and not all come back. These
are towns in Kentucky, Connecticut, Pennsylvania, Indiana, etc.
Crowds, in these places, came in by the hundreds.
In these towns soldiers are very worried and so are their
families and that is when I began to think last spring that Obama
was likely to win because when you see changes like this in places

like that, it means there is a fundamental shift happening.
Middle America is grieving, that is why they come to talks
on torture. Among liberals there is a desire to remain pure and
strong, so they want to find out who dared order torture.
Obama thinks there is a red button in the White House that
he can push and make changes. He thinks torture is a policy.
However once torture has been introduced to a point of being
systemic, it becomes institutionalised and part of the culture and
once it is an institution it is difficult to eradicate. It is not just a
matter of changing the policy. The fight against torture remains
the fight against a culture and a set of institutions that are well
built in society. So, I think he underestimates the challenge he
confronts right now and he is somewhat optimistic.
Politics are 50 percent attitude and 50 percent luck. He could
be terribly unlucky if there were a terrorist attack, then it would

foundations and private donors so in low economic cycles their
capacity to do things has been limited. At the moment they
are operating with undergraduates who are gathering data on
countries where they don’t even speak the language.
We are now dealing with a situation where both funding to
undertake the kind of human rights monitoring needed, and the
political situation that enables them to gain traction, have been
disappearing in the last 20 years. Before 1990 it was easier to
negotiate with two superpowers than it is now with one.
In the future, most wars the US will be involved in, may
involve insurgencies, so interrogations might be outsourced to
private security agencies to reduce the visibility and culpability of
the US government. Private security agencies are not accountable
to anyone. So this will constitute a very serious challenge for
human rights organisations.

The fight against torture remains the fight against a culture and a set
of institutions that are well built in society.
be nearly impossible for him to make the reforms he has talked
about, because so many people would be pushing for Bush’s
policies. During the Bush Administration there wasn’t a single
poll that showed Americans were pro-torture. Most Americans,
whether Democratic or Republican, were against it. However the
first poll that showed there is a pro-torture majority happened
last week. This shift has happened after the election. Americans
are more afraid now with Obama than they were with Bush. It’s
depressing.
It may have nothing to do with international politics. It might
have to do with economic insecurity, with them losing their jobs.
I think people want every kind of safety they can have.
In the US nobody is talking about the need to introduce
legislation to change the definition of torture in American law,
back into conformity with the definition in international law.
Torture in the US is still defined as something involving bodily
organ loss, the loss of a limb or something like that. Obama could
easily raise this and bring it to Congress.
Neither is anybody talking about the need to amend the Field
Manual for Army Interrogation Section 24-35 back to its previous
status before Bush ordered to change it. Nobody has talked about
revamping human rights training in the army, which has obviously
failed. There is a need to find out why the criminal investigation
division repeatedly failed in proving allegations of torture. On the
other hand whistleblowers that have spoken about torture are
living in anonymity and fear for their lives. In the middle of all this
we are worried about Guantanamo and whether it should close.
Human rights organisations have been very successful so
far in the fight against torture and other human rights
violations. How effective do you think they will be in the
near future?
Human rights organisations have suffered a massive blow
from the economic downturn. They are heavily funded by

Interestingly, the firm of Susan Burke in Philadelphia has now
undertaken a corporate liability law case against two security
firms that were used by the US army for interrogation purposes.
She represents 200 Abu Ghraib prisoners who have serious life
problems for the rest of their lives as a result of torture and these
are rich corporations so they should pay up. If she wins, this will
be a major stepping stone in bringing to justice those private
security companies that tend to profit from the misery of others
and are accountable to nobody.
Many Americans are unable to understand why torture
in Abu Ghraib was viewed as being so cruel and utterly
horrible, when Saddam Hussein was notorious for killing
and torturing his own people. What do you think these
photos represent?
What can you say about the piles of naked bodies placed in a
sexual pyramid? What the Americans did was adding humiliation
to defeat. They violated something that is fundamental to anyone,
whether Christians or Muslim. It was shocking, no wonder many
of the victims thought they couldn’t go back to their homes
because to add nakedness to pain is considered to be one of the
worst things.
During the Roman period crucifixion was considered to be
one of the worst punishments because it violated a few of the
most fundamental and basic moral values on which civilisation
is based: It replaced justice with revenge of the crowd. It
introduced public humiliation into acts of injustice. It left the
dead to be eaten by animals. It did not allow for the bereavement
of families. Crucifixion was viewed as the most horrific way of
dying. It added such humiliation to the execution of justice and
even denied people the civility of their own burial. It is interesting
to know neither Christians nor Muslims nor Jews did crucifixion
after the Romans. So we all have a clear idea as to what kind of
punishments are appropriate for the dignity of a human being. n
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Zimbabwe

on the brink
Once a prosperous and peaceful country, Zimbabwe’s rapid
slide into economic ruin has had a devastating effect on the
health system. However there is a glimmer of hope,
ADAM COLES and REBECCA HINCHEY write.

A

16

group of children play on a pile of
uncollected garbage. Unaware of
the danger, the children continue for
hours, amusing themselves as small children
do. And that is all it takes for their fate to
be sealed. An infectious and potentially fatal
disease looms amongst the uncollected rubble
and broken sewer pipes on which they climb.
Soon enough the children will be suffering
with the disease cholera, an intestinal parasite
caused by bacteria in contaminated water. Not
only will the children suffer from the deadly
disease, but there is no medical treatment
available, even if their parents could afford it.
Zimbabwe has in the last few months
suffered more than 91,000 cases of cholera
and more than 4000 deaths, one of the worst
outbreaks in Africa of this easily preventable
disease. But it is just the latest epidemic
crippling the African nation. Before cholera
there was (and still is) HIV, while Tuberculosis
(TB) and malnutrition complete a lethal
quartet.
These problems have overwhelmed
Zimbabwe’s skeleton health infrastructure.
Everything needed to treat the sick and dying
is in short supply: medicines, surgical gloves,
needles, soap, water and electricity. Equipment
that tests and treats citizens lies dormant,
neglected, broken or out-of-date. Doctors
treat diseases like TB based on symptoms
alone. The only testing facility in the country
no longer functions.
Haphazard access to treatment, and
misdiagnosis are feeding an epidemic of
drug-resistant strains of TB, and possibly HIV.
The effects of malnutrition are exacerbating
disease and leaving Zimbabweans too weak
to travel the distance to the few health clinics
that do exist.
Doctors for Human Rights in Zimbabwe

report that over the last nine years 100,000
health professionals have given up and gone
elsewhere. The few doctors and nurses left
behind stopped going to work. It was termed
a strike but the simple fact was that they
couldn’t go to work as their wages wouldn’t
cover the costs of transport. Most public sector
hospitals have simply pulled down their blinds
and bolted the doors.
Humanitarian organisations that put up
their hands to assist were slapped in the face
by politicians and bureaucrats more interested
in maintaining their lies than helping their
people. Four excruciating months after the
cholera outbreak began, the government was
finally forced to declare a national emergency.
Only then could aid workers begin to provide
large-scale assistance. Immediately infection
and death rates fell. But with the damp heat
of summer just around the corner, the World
Health Organization fears these numbers
could climb again.
Only 10 years ago Zimbabwe had one
of the best medical and education programs
in Africa. Today the nation is riddled with
economic doom, death and disease. It is
stricken by poverty, unemployment and
starvation. Life expectancy has almost halved
in less than 20 years. In 1990 both sexes could
expect to live to 62. By 2006 that had fallen to
34 years for males and 37 years for females.
Experts agree that it will have deteriorated
since then.
Zimbabwe’s astonishing problems are
interlocked and stem largely from the cruelty
and incompetence of the despotic President
Robert Mugabe and his ruling ZANU-PF party.
Economic collapse began with the
commercial land seizures of 2000, decimating
the agricultural sector that employed 70% of
the population and accounted for almost half

of Zimbabwe’s exports. Much of this land
lies idle in the hands of ZANU PF officials.
A small fraction has been distributed
to once landless peasants but they lack
the knowledge and supplies to make it
productive.
Hyperinflation,
estimated
in
November 2008 at an unbelievable
897,000,000,000,000,000,000,000
percent (89.7 sextillion), has been fueled
by a monetary policy that has largely
consisted of printing more and more
worthless paper currency. These twin
policies have also resulted in a staggering
unemployment rate of 94 percent and
rampant malnutrition.
Food shortages have worsened due to
corruption, political violence and in some
areas, drought. The World Food Program
reported in February that more than 10
percent of the population had nothing
to eat the previous day. Villagers with
food have been forcibly relocated and
their stores destroyed. Corrupt officials
have stolen from state-owned agricultural
corporations; selling essential seeds and
fertilizers on the black market to fund
their self-largess. Less than a quarter of

Zimbabweans are eating three meals a
day. In March the Red Cross predicted
that nine million people, 75 percent of
Zimbabwe’s population, could need food
assistance soon.
Death by starvation is just around
the corner for hundreds of thousands of
Zimbabwe’s citizens.
Piling wretchedness on misery are
the problems of water and sanitation.
They’re intimately linked with the cholera
epidemic and are precipitated by the
centralizing of the water supplies, another
politically motivated decision of Mugabe’s
regime. No one collects the rubbish; mixed
with the raw sewerage flowing from
broken pipes, its stench fills the streets
of the urban areas. Pipes which once
delivered fresh water to townships flow
no more, rusted and ruined from neglect
and corruption. Pumping equipment has
broken down or disappeared. The people
are digging shallow wells for water, but it’s
sullied and dangerous.
The 13th of February brought a small
glimmer of hope with the formation of
the unity government, a pairing of old
foes, MDC, the Movement for Democratic

Change, lead by Morgan Tsvangirai and
ZANU PF, the party of Robert Mugabe.
To say that rebuilding Zimbabwe is
a Herculean task is an understatement.
There’s no money and international
donors are reluctant to hand over
development aid until there’s evidence of
genuine power-sharing and economic and
political reform.
Almost everything that makes a
civilized and functioning nation needs
rebuilding:
sanitation,
agriculture,
the health and education systems,
government, banking, and a stable
currency. And that’s not to mention trust
and psychological healing.
There are some small but promising
signs. Public servants, including teachers
and health professionals, now command a
real if pitiful wage of US $100 per month.
It has helped to get money flowing again.
Some food prices have dropped. Ten kilos
of maize cost $10 in February, by March
it was $5. Schools and health services are
slowly re-opening.
Can this basket case return to its
former bread-basket glory? Only time will
tell. n
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Iraqi Palestinians
stuck on the
Syria-Iraq Border
why are they different?
18

A visit to refugee camps in the middle of the desert at one of
the world’s most conflictive borders has left a lasting impression
on Dr GRAHAM THOM, Refugee Campaign Coordinator for
Amnesty International. He describes his experience.
19
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ast November I joined a group
of people from different non
government organisations (NGOs)
from around the world and visited
Palestinian refugees from Iraq in three
refugee camps in the desert on the SyriaIraq border. The horrendous plight of
this group, numbering a little more than
3000, has been consistently raised by
the United Nations High Commissioner
for Refugees (UNHCR), and others, since
2006. For the refugees in the Al Tanf, Al
Waleed and Al Hol camps, resettlement
in another country is their only option.
However, they are stuck there. They
cannot go forward but they cannot go
back to Iraq either.
Given the compelling nature of
their cases, coupled with the increased
commitment by states to resettle other
refugees fleeing Iraq, I wondered why it
was so difficult to convince governments
to take Iraqi Palestinians. Would other
minorities fleeing Iraq, be left stranded in
such appalling conditions for such a long
time? I truly doubt it. So what is it about
simply being Palestinian that complicates
their cases so much?
First it is important to explain why
thousands of refugees are fleeing Iraq and
why this group alone has become trapped
in these camps. Like other minority groups
in Iraq, with the overthrow of Saddam
Hussein, the approximately 30,000
Palestinians in Iraq soon found themselves
targeted by militias and others, and as
a result suffered horrendous forms of
persecution and violence. Unlike other
minorities, however, the Palestinians
were not Iraqi citizens, despite the fact
that for more than 60 years most of the
Palestinian families have called Iraq home.
The majority of Palestinians trapped in
the camps were originally from Haifa.
Their families had fled with retreating
Iraqi troops at the end of the first ArabIsraeli conflict in 1948. Like millions of
other Palestinians who fled this conflict
and found themselves in neighbouring
countries, they were not allowed to
become citizens of their new countries of
settlement. Though they were allowed to
stay, they had to retain their Palestinian
identity documents.

Following the overthrow of Saddam
Hussein, both Syria and Jordan welcomed
thousands of Iraqi refugees to their
countries, although recently certain visa
restrictions have been imposed. However,
their welcome was not extended to
Iraqi residents with Palestinian identity
documents. Syria, which currently has
an estimated 522,100 Palestinians
living within its borders to whom it has
granted significant rights, has clearly
stated it is not open to receiving anymore
Palestinians from neighbouring states.
Thus, despite the extreme violence
suffered by Palestinians in Iraq, for Syria
3000 more Palestinians are in fact 3000
too many. So in the camps the families
remain.
Al Waleed camp with a population
of 1,525 is situated two kilometres
inside Iraq. To get there we drove from
Damascus for four hours into the middle
of the desert, through a truly barren and
desolate landscape. Then we drove seven
kilometres through the no-man’s land that
divides Syria and Iraq. In the middle of this
emptiness lies the Al-Tanf camp, which is
located on a thin strip of land (more like
a ditch) between a busy highway and
the long three-meter high border wall.

toilet blocks. However, having survived
over two years in the camp already, the
thought of having only progressed 200
meters sideways must be heartbreaking.
Since we were in Iraq’s territory
during our visit to the camp, we were
escorted by US marines which are part
of a Multinational Force. They kitted us
out in blue flak-jackets and helmets. The
head of the Iraqi security forces in the
region also joined us, so we had Iraqi
security personnel. After seeing the camp
we sat in the school building, the only
permanent structure available, where we
met members of the Refugee Committee.
With limited outside assistance they had
formed to help coordinate the running of
the camp. We sat against one wall and
they sat facing us on the other. On either
side we were flanked by the US and Iraqi
armed security personnel.
Each refugee took turns to describe
why they had been forced to flee; how
they survived the conditions in the camps
and to plead for their future. The men
described the circumstances in which
militants had beaten them in front of their
wives, their colleagues were murdered
and their wives threatened, shot and
injured. Women described how their

Would other minorities fleeing Iraq,
be left stranded in such appalling conditions
for such a long time?
In April 2007 journalist Rubert Colville
described the Al Tanf camp as a “hellhole” and Al Waleed as “much worse”.
It is difficult to comprehend what could
be much worse than a hell-hole, until we
arrived in Al Waleed.
Because of the difficulties UNHCR
has experienced in gaining access to the
camp, planning and infrastructure have
been seriously compromised. Built along
a busy highway, the camp is strewn with
rubbish, with open sewer pits dotted
amongst the tents. In fact the conditions
in the camp have deteriorated to such an
extent and so many people were sick, that
the UNHCR has been forced to build a new
camp on the other side of the highway.
It has a water treatment facility and

husbands were arrested, detained and
tortured, sons kidnapped and a brother
who was still missing. Many broke down
recounting the violence they had faced
but one woman, formerly a school
teacher, sitting opposite the senior Iraqi
security official, remained calm as she
detailed how officials from the Ministry
of the Interior had detained and tortured
her husband over a two-day period. The
head of security for the region is also the
most senior Ministry of the Interior (MOI)
official and the person responsible for
their security in the camps. Fortunately
he takes this role very seriously and was
genuinely praised during our visit for the
efforts he had made. Still, the courage
of this teacher in telling her husband’s
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story in front of Iraqi security personnel
and the MOI official was extraordinary.
We were only just learning how complicit
other MOI officials in Iraq had been in
turning the local population against the
Palestinians.
It was clear however that the
refugees felt they had nothing to lose.
We were the first delegation from
NGOs to visit them and they were not

and lives needed to be saved.
The second camp we visited was
the Al Hol camp in the north of Syria in
Hassakah province. While there were a
number of similarities with Al Waleed
there were also a number of significant
differences. Because the Governorate of
Hassakah was a contributing partner the
physical environment was slightly better.
Smaller numbers (only 380 residents,

provided by the Syrian government, and
includes education, health care, social
support and microfinance opportunities.
So despite the children in the camp
being able to access local schools, Syria
has made it very clear that there is no
possibility of local integration for those in
Al Hol. They are not entitled to work and
they must reside in the camp.
The refugees in Al Hol cannot

The men described the circumstances in which militants had beaten them
in front of their wives, their colleagues were murdered and their wives
threatened, shot and injured.
going to miss the opportunity to tell the
world what was going on. In describing
the conditions in the camp they spoke
about the scorching summers with sand
storms and temperatures over 50 degrees
Celsius, and the freezing winters, where
snow had collapsed tents and left women
without fingers due to frost bite. To
make matters worse there were snakes
and scorpions, serious flooding and,
the constant barrage of trucks on the
highway causing pollution and dust, and
exacerbating their health problems. The
strain of camp life was already taking its
toll on families leading to, amongst other
things, marriage breakdowns.
For many the worst thing of all was
the lack of water. Despite all they had
endured, when it comes to day-to-day
survival, trapped in the desert, water
takes on a whole new significance.
This is something I had not previously
comprehended or appreciated. For the
residents of Al Waleed water had to be
trucked to the camp. Unfortunately the
organisation responsible for providing
the water had switched its priorities
to getting the new water treatment
facility set up across the road, so for a
considerable period before we arrived
the refugees were having to have water
trucked in at their own expense. It
looked more like tea than water and was
clearly not fit for drinking. At best each
individual had one litre per person per
day to drink, cook and wash. This would
have to be sacrificed if a tent caught fire
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which included over 100 children) also
meant the camp could be better organised.
Though very basic, the refugees had been
able to spend their money to make their
accommodation a little sturdier. It was
nice not to have to walk through rubbish,
escorted by men with machine guns and
watch children play near sewer pits. The
sense of isolation remained however, the
feeling of being trapped in a desert camp,
with extreme temperatures and no future.
Talking to the refugees we were again
confronted by stories of persecution,
violence, torture, and family members
being threatened and killed. While basic
health care is provided to those in the
camps, it is the long-term psychological
impact, from both past and present
experiences, that is most worrying. Nearly
one in six people in the camp is a survivor
of violence or torture.
Refugees in the Al Hol camp have
been stuck there since September 2005.
This was the oldest of the three and the
only camp from which no-one had been
resettled in another country. The residents
wanted to know why this was the case.
It was also the only camp inside Syria,
where in theory, Palestinian refugees are
supposed to fall under the mandate of
United Nations Relief and Works Agency
(UNRWA). This was not however the case.
A condition of the Syrian government,
allowing the refugees into the country
was that they would not be able to
access UNRWA. For other Palestinians in
Syria UNRWA services complement those

understand why they are treated
differently from other refugees fleeing
Iraq, why they are different from the
other Palestinians in Al Waleed and Al
Tanf and why they are different from the
other Palestinians in Syria. They pleaded
with us again and again for a future, a
future where they were treated as equals.
Refugees in Al Tanf, the last camp
we visited, also impressed upon us how
they simply wanted a “smiling future”.
UNHCR reports indicate that there are
currently 856 people living in this camp.
The absurdity of its location is difficult
to comprehend for those visiting it - let
alone for those forced to live there. Stuck
in a thin strip of no-mans land between
Syria and Iraq, the camp is a daily
reminder, particularly for those refugees
that are stateless, that they don’t belong
anywhere, that they are in fact different.
Despite the harsh conditions and the
various degrees of danger, UNHCR has no
choice but to help them the best they can
in this surreal environment. Syria won’t let
them in and it is too dangerous for them
to go back. They are Palestinians!
The refugees again recounted the
violence they endured in Iraq. An old
man described how his brother was
shot and how his son was detained
twice, the second time they stubbed
him, leaving him badly scarred. Forced
to flee, the elderly, the young, the sick,
all live in tents in a ditch only meters
from a busy highway. The camp was
completely flooded in November 2008

and two children were killed by passing
trucks. Last January, a pregnant woman
was killed when fire engulfed her tent.
A number of reports have documented
the deteriorating psychological impact it
is having on the refugees, particularly on
children that are stuck there.
The Syrian authorities continue to
arrest Iraqi Palestinians who have entered
Syria illegally to Al Tanf. Hence, while
some resettlement has occurred, -303
residents have departed for Sweden,
Chile and Switzerland- the camp itself
continues to grow.
If the international community could
assist in emptying the camps by accepting
some residents into their own countries,
then a meaningful discussion could then
take place on how best to protect the
remaining number of Iraqi Palestinians
living in these camps.
Being a Palestinian in the Middle-East
is complicated. International and regional
political agendas, beyond your control,

have a direct and profound impact on
your day- to-day life. Wherever you turn
it appears you are unwanted.
In the past, issues relating to who
should be responsible for Palestinians such

to those countries normally associated
with resettlement.
A solution needs to be found. The
situation facing those in the camps
was clearly untenable three years ago.

Both political and logistical difficulties have
conspired to leave Palestinians particularly
vulnerable and “unattractive” to those countries
normally associated with resettlement.
as these, UNHCR or UNRWA, has also led
to further complications (fortunately for
the Iraqi Palestinians UNHCR and UNRWA
are cooperating as best they can).
Being both a refugee and stateless, is
unfortunately a reality faced by a number
of ethnic/national groups who are in need
of international protection. However, for
Palestinians, both political and logistical
difficulties have conspired to leave them
particularly vulnerable and “unattractive”

It continues to get worse. Recently an
increasing number of countries, including
Australia, have signalled their willingness
to work with UNHCR to resettle those
trapped on the border. They deserve a
future. As human beings they are entitled
to certain basic human rights and a level
of human dignity and respect. They
should not have to wake up day after day
asking “why are we different?” n
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breaking down
the barriers

The role of faith in the healing process
Some time ago spirituality was regarded as “off limits” in clinical
practice, leaving therapists uncertain as to how to approach it. Yet
many individuals regard religion as an essential part of their lives
and research has documented the benefits of faith on wellbeing.
At one of STARTTS’ Clinical Evenings several therapists gathered
to share stories of faith and recovery. OLGA YOLDI reports.

F

reud’s scorn for religion as offering no more
than comforting illusion strongly influenced the
exclusion of spirituality from psychotherapy theory
and practice. Jung however believed that healing the
psyche needed recognition of the spirit and a religious
outlook. Despite psychotherapy’s roots in spiritual
healing, in the 20th century religion and psychotherapy
became separate. However, a growing surge of interest
in spirituality has led some therapists to explore ways to
move beyond the constraints. They suggest a variety of
ways of incorporating spirituality in clinical assessment
and intervention in order to understand spiritual sources
of distress and tap into resources that will contribute to
healing, recovery and resilience.
Visiting Israeli psychologists Rachel Paran and Yishai
Shalif, who is also a rabbi, are leading practitioners in the
field of Narrative Practice and Appreciative Enquiry. This
is a form of organisational and individual psychology that
focuses on positive change through a process of inquiry,
grounded in affirmation and appreciation.
“I work with communities that were targets of terror
attacks, where many people were killed or suffered
enormously,” says Yishai. “I find that faith does help in
the healing process. When something terrible happens,
the temple becomes a place of safety and peace where
survivors are able to make meaning of their experiences
and remain active in times of suffering …. This is
something shared by many religions.”
Indeed, perhaps suffering and the injustice or
senselessness of it, is ultimately a spiritual issue,
something shared by humanity at large, even though it
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has vastly different meanings in various religions. Jews, for
instance, believe that it was through their suffering that
they became God’s chosen people. The biblical story of
the Exodus in which the Jewish people were led by Moses
out of bondage in Egypt, is retold every year at family
Passover celebrations to reconnect with that common
history.
The idea of suffering in Islam, however, is based on
the fundamental notion of the imperfection of human
life. “Verily we have created man into a life of pain, toil
and trial” (Quran 90:4). Humans are on this earth so that
their faith in God is tested. A test necessarily requires
calamities and misfortunes.
On the other hand, Christians share the belief that
Christ suffered and was crucified for our sins and that
one’s redemption is found through acceptance of Christ
as Lord and Saviour.
Even for Buddhists, life is filled with suffering. In this
case it is rooted in the cravings for power and pleasure,
in attachments and other worldly things. In turn, such
craving condemns us to an endless cycle of death and
rebirth in which our actions (Karma) may prolong our
suffering.
All speakers at this interfaith night agreed that dealing
with intense suffering and moving on with one’s life after
a traumatic event can be a difficult and unpredictable
journey, however there is light at the end of the tunnel.
Research has shown the healing quality of prayer, the
health benefits of meditation and the peace and solace
found in spiritual communities through the rituals and
symbols of religion.
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breaking down the barriers

Pictured L to R: Nooria Mehraby, Yishai Shalif, Rachel Paran, Tshimanga Beya

Rachel illustrated the power of
religious symbolism in the case of a child,
who found himself hiding during a terrible
act of terror, in which a suicide bomber
killed himself and others at a hotel during
Passover in Israel. Passover is a family
religious festival when families gather
to celebrate. In the midst of the turmoil
the child grabbed a religious book and
found shelter under a table. A few weeks
later he told his counsellor he felt terribly
ashamed because all he was capable of
doing during such a terrible event was
hide. He felt ashamed for not protecting
his family. “Children have a great sense of
responsibility towards their families,” says
Rachel. “He said that holding the religious
book helped him deal with the fear. He
felt he was protecting this sacred book
and the book was protecting him. To me
he is a true hero.”
Rachel has no hesitation in exploring
religious issues with clients. “I will ask
openly if it is okay for me to ask them
about their religious and spiritual beliefs
and how they interact with feelings,
actions or thoughts concerning trauma.
I ask about thoughts, practices and the
meanings of particular thinking or action
patterns.” Rachel says her own faith in
God is a motivating force in her profession.
“It helps me to sustain my hope, the
certainty that I will be able to help my
client overcome his despair. I have a deep
belief that there is a divine spark that holds
in it our potential to rise above the difficult
times. People are not only motivated by
needs and desires, ultimately everyone has
the choice to step into new possibilities
and choose a path in life.” Yishai agrees.
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“Psychologists have come to realise that
there is such a thing as post-traumatic
growth following post-traumatic stress
and the opening up of new possibilities
in people’s lives.” “The belief in life after
death also gives a completely different
perspective to dealing with loss. Loss is
perceived as being much less final as there
is always the hope of what is to come.”
This is a belief also shared by Muslims and
Christians.
Muslim senior clinician Nooria
Mehraby, who has a long history in
assisting refugees from Muslim countries
at STARTTS, has searched the Quran for
answers. A refugee from Afghanistan
herself and medical doctor, Nooria spoke
about her experience assisting a Muslim
refugee showing symptoms of posttraumatic stress. “He felt he was being
punished by God for things he had done
or had not done … he was feeling guilty,
suffered from nightmares and insomnia,
and had intrusive and recurrent thoughts,
flashbacks and lacked concentration,”
she says. Socially isolated and desperate,
unaware of what therapy was, he
nevertheless decided to seek help at
STARTTS.
While Nooria used a Cognitive
Behaviour Therapy framework to assist
him, she also examined how Islamic beliefs
in healing could guide her in assisting
her client to regain peace of mind.
Initially they explored the meaning of his
experiences. “Muslims believe that life,
happiness, sadness, everything, comes
from God. So whenever someone is going
through hardship, God is testing this
person’s capacity to endure suffering,”

she indicated. But the Quran also says,
“I won’t put you in a condition where I
will burden you beyond your capacity to
endure.”
Psycho-education was part of the
intervention. “The client needed to
understand and make sense of what was
happening to his mind and body and the
impact of his traumatic experience on
these. After all, seeking knowledge about
oneself and others is the obligation of each
Muslim,” she said. According to Nooria,
as soon as he began to understand what
was happening to his body and mind he
began to relax. She then suggested he
recite the Quran as a means of relaxation.
Muslims pray five times a day. It is a
body related prayer where certain verses
from the Quran are repeated through
certain actions, which require intent and
concentration. She said that the client’s
concentration improved through such
repetitions and by remembering the
99 names of Allah. “When someone is
praying the person is not isolated. He is
connected to God and disconnected from
others,” says Nooria. “Through prayer
your heart finds rest in Allah … by reciting
certain verses before going to bed, the
client felt safe and protected and as he
progressed through the course of his
therapy he found peace.”
The Quran says that peace comes
after hardships. But it also says, “I will
not change a condition unless you
bring changes to yourself.” Nooria said
that gradually her client started to take
responsibility for what was happening to
him and for his health. He came to terms
with his guilt for having survived when

others hadn’t. Nooria worked on issues of
loss and grief. She mentioned to her client
that the Prophet Mohammad had lost
his mother when he was a child and that
every time he went to his mother’s grave
he cried. So if the prophet was able to cry
so could he.
Nooria mentioned that reorganising
the client’s destructive thinking patterns
took time. However, he attended the
Mosque and re-engaged with others and
gradually the symptoms disappeared and
now he is a man of peace.
As barriers constructed between
spirituality and other aspects of people’s
experiences are dissolved, it becomes
possible to advance a holistic view of
the individual, his suffering and healing
potential. Christianity can also help in this
journey.
Tshimanga Beya sees Christianity as a
powerful tool for healing. However, he is
careful to point out that: “It is not about
imposing the clinician’s belief system on
clients. It is about understanding the frame
of mind of the client in order to better
communicate with him and tap into his
inner resources or develop new resources,”
he says. “The Christian mindset says: no
condition is permanent. Good times come,
good times go, bad times come and bad
times go.” Tshimanga worked extensively
with churches of various denominations in
Africa, Europe and Australia. He studied
Theology and Psychology and he now
provides counselling to newly-arrived
refugees at STARTTS’ Early Intervention
Program.
“The bible contains many stories
about torture and trauma. But it is also a
source of inspiration for survivors on the
path to recovery,” says Tshimanga. “The
bible gives you a realistic perspective
of the world. It is neither optimistic nor
pessimistic but a balanced view … it
contains many cases that illustrate the
hardship of life.” He cited the Book of
Job which introduces the supernatural
dimension of suffering. Initially Job blames
God for his misfortunes, but gradually
he finds the power of acceptance by
realising there is some bigger purpose to
his suffering so his belief in God remains

intact. “Acceptance increases the capacity
to tolerate,” says Tshimanga.
What does Christianity actually
offer? For a start Christians can identify
with Jesus. “The cross of the Calvary is
a powerful symbol of suffering. People
can say Jesus knows what I went through
because he suffered as I do. This allows
the client to reframe the experience of
torture and trauma as a personal trial that
is there to be overcome. How could Jesus
survive the brutality of the crucifixion? It
demonstrates the resilience of the human
spirit,” said Tshimanga.
There is no hope without resurrection.
It symbolises hope, recovery and a new
beginning. “During resurrection the
body disappears and so it demonstrates a
greater power that can overrule the intent
of those that inflicted suffering on me …
God raised him from the dead, he freed
him from the agony of suffering. This is
inspiring. There is a verse in the bible that
says: “If the spirit that freed Jesus from the
dead is living in you, he who raised Christ
from the dead, will give you life through
his Spirit that lives in you.”
Tshimanga says: “Hope is a powerful
antidote to the helplessness and despair
associated with major trauma and loss.
Where there is hope the work of the
therapist is almost done.”
If Christ is a survivor, we find every
reason to survive torture and trauma.
After all, as Tshimange puts it: “We are
hard pressed but not crushed, perplexed
but not in despair, persecuted but not
abandoned.” It is the power of God
working through you. The bible refers to
the fruits of the spirit (joy, love, peace,
patience, kindness, goodness, self
control). “These are powerful antidotes
for survivors,” he says.
And what about the power of
forgiveness? According to Tshimanga
forgiveness is a powerful resource in
dealing with the bitterness and guilt
associated with torture and trauma. “If
God forgave his torturers, those that
inflicted his pain on him and ultimately his
death, why wouldn’t we forgive ourselves
and others?” n

The Quran says
peace comes after
hardships
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“If you can find one
woman here who has
not been raped I will
give you a prize”
Head of a refugee camp in Africa*
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Rape is internationally recognised as a crime against women, but sadly, despite
great advances in international law, very little has changed for refugee women
and girls. The issue is still seldom talked about. Refugee women are resilient
and strong, but resilience needs support, not silence. This paper written by
Dr EILEEN PITTAWAY, Director of the Centre for Refugee Research at the
University of New South Wales, and researcher EMMA PITTAWAY, is based on
20 years of work with refugee women from African, Latin American, Asian and
East European nations who have survived sexual violence in conflict situations.

O

ver the past decade there has
been increasing acknowledgement of the endemic nature of
the use of systematic rape and other forms
of sexual torture in conflicts and wars,
including the use of forced pregnancy
as a form of genocide. This has been
acknowledged in law, in the Statutes for
the International Criminal Court, which
declare that rape, in conflict situations,
is a crime against humanity, a war crime,
and in some cases, an act of genocide.
It is included in the United Nations
Security Council Resolutions 1325 and
1820, which address the role of women
in conflict and post-conflict situations.
Despite these advances, little is happening
for the women who are suffering these
gross violations of their human rights.
There are currently 15.2 million
refugees in the world and 26 million
internally displaced people. The majority
of these are women and children, many
of whom routinely suffer from systematic
sexual abuse. The violence of current
conflicts is not played out on a distant
battle field. It takes place in the village and
in the community. Rape and sexual abuse
is the most common form of systematised
torture used against women. This ranges
from gang rape by groups of soldiers,
to rape by trained dogs and the brutal
mutilation of women’s genitalia.
Women and children are raped to
humiliate their husbands and fathers, for
reasons of cultural genocide, to exhort
information, degrade communities and
create fear. These atrocities occur publicly
and often involve a level of depravity which
is difficult to understand. Fathers and sons
are forced at gun point to sexually violate
mothers and daughters. Whole villages of

women are raped and have their nipples
cut with wire cutters.
Escape to a refugee camp often
does not provide protection. The United
Nations High Commissioner for Refugees
(UNHCR) acknowledges that refugee
women and many children are routinely
raped and sexually abused in refugee
camps. Women are raped by local men in
the host countries, who often resent the
refugees. They are also raped by other
refugees, by police, military, aid workers
and the peace keepers sent to protect
them. They are forced to trade sex for
food for their children.
Women “shamed” by their public
rape in the community are shunned
in the camps. Women and girls, who
bear children from rape, are sometimes
forced into prostitution in order to feed
themselves and their children.
Many
refugee
women
have
traumatised children who may have
witnessed torture and rape. Some have
experienced it first hand, they have seen
fathers, brother, and uncles killed, or
‘disappear’. Children have nightmares
because they remember bombing and
living on the run. Their traumatised
mothers have to respond to the needs of
their children as well as their own.
The health risks to women, both
physical and mental, from these
experiences are extreme, and yet at field
level they are still often hidden behind a
wall of silence. It is only very recently that
they have been placed high on the agenda
of UNHCR and other agency meetings.
Still it is hidden in a welter of euphemistic
language.
The public health system has been
one of the few groups to deal with this

issue and offer services to women, but
this has been done under the banner of
“sexual and reproductive health”. At the
time when these services began, it was
the only way that they could breach the
silence.
Women who have suffered rape
and sexual abuse report keeping it secret
from those who should be offering them
redress and protection for fear of being
labelled prostitutes and being denied
refugee status on moral grounds. This is
well documented by UNHCR, Amnesty
International, and many aid agencies
working with refugee women.
Many men don’t accept that their
wives have been raped. A Vietnamese
saying ‘I will not put my chopsticks in the
rice bowl where another man has eaten’
typifies the attitude of many men towards
their wives who have been sexually
abused. Instances of women being
abandoned or abused and their husband
taking a mistress or another wife have
forced many women to stay silent about
their experience, even with their closest
family members.
A conspiracy of silence still exists
about the true extent of the problem,
and until it is fully acknowledged women
will not receive the services which they
deserve. In much of the literature, forced
prostitution, sexual slavery, and women
forced into unwanted relationships with
men, in order to feed their children, are
referred to as “engaging in transactional
sex” or “exchanging sexual favours”.
Women held as sex slaves are referred to
as ‘wives’ or ‘girlfriends’. This euphemistic
language is effectively decriminalising the
acts of torture and serious criminal abuse
which these women are suffering.
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rape as a war crime

Sadly, the widespread prevalence and
normalising of rape operates to prevent
it being recognised as torture. If it were,
it would place beyond doubt that rape
is a legitimate legal ground for claiming
persecution, allowing women to argue
for refugee status. As one theorist aptly
summarises:
There is a tendency to view the
physical and mental abuse of women as
aberrant social or criminal behaviour or
as a ubiquitous feature of social relations.
Violence predicated on gender is rarely
seen as severe enough to be labelled
torture.
At present, the common belief that
women cannot be protected from rape,
due to the frequency of its occurrence in
all societies is enshrined in international
refugee policy by the notion of the
“universal imperative” (UNHCR, 2002).
Implicit in this practice is the attitude that

rape and sexual violence cases are not
as serious as other forms of torture and
human-rights violations. Despite this, the
overwhelming majority of rape and sexual
violence against women can be seen to
constitute torture as defined by the UN
Convention Against Torture as:
‘Any act by which severe pain or
suffering whether physical or mental is
intentionally inflicted on a person for such
purposes as … intimidating or coercing
[her] or a third person, or for any reason
based on discrimination of any kind, when
such pain or suffering is inflicted by or at
the instigation of or with the consent or
acquiescence of a public official or other
person acting in an official capacity.
Whether or not rape inflicts severe
physical injury, which is irrelevant in the
determination of torture, it has the same
long-term psychosocial effects. It is an
attack on a person’s identity, and on the

most intimate parts of their body and
soul. The resulting humiliation, shame
and fear can be carried with the victim
for the rest of her life. Victims of rape and
torture experience depression and suicidal
thoughts, self-hatred, guilt, despair,
reliving of the traumatic experience,
insomnia, nightmares, appetite loss,
family and friendship disintegration and
social isolation and alienation.
Systematic rape and other warrelated forms of sexual violence are now
formally recognised as sexual torture
by international law. Despite this the
prevalent social attitude to rape equates it
with physical assault, comparable to being
mugged or bashed. Torture, on the other
hand, is regarded separately, as a more
serious offence against one’s person. The
perceived uniqueness of torture, that
sets it alone as something particularly
abhorrent, is its ‘political’ motivation. The

Helen’s story

*

By Rebecca Hinchey

M
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eet Helen Teklem*, the bravest woman alive today. Helen
should be dead. She should be curled up in a corner,
wracked by sorrow and despair, deep in a psychotic hole.
She’s not. Helen’s achingly beautiful face regularly shines with a
smile. She cares for her children well. And she says to other women:
“you deserve better, your lives are worth more.”
Helen exemplifies the extraordinary courage of millions of
refugee women around the world, women who have been bruised,
battered and brutally raped by men who think their lives are nothing
more than a pawn in their game.
Helen’s life of horror began in her earliest days when she was
barely able to walk.
Her cruel and violent father bludgeoned his wife and, leaving
her for dead, took off. At the mercy of her neighbours, Helen
survived on their scraps of food in exchange for sexual touching.
When she reached eight, her grandfather promised her to a
much older man. Hideous as her life was, it was set to deteriorate.
No one knows how many child soldiers were forced to take
part in Eritrea’s 30 year war with Ethiopia. We do know that children
were forced to take part in despicable acts. We know they saw
other children’s heads blown off. We know they were forced to kill.
We know they were regularly beaten. We know they were raped.
Helen knows this too well. She was one of them. A tiny nine
year old, she was taken hostage by a group of soldiers, and walked
for days before reaching the ‘training camp’.
“I was treated badly again, more sexual abuse,” she shares
bravely. “They were allowed to do anything they wanted but you
can’t complain,” she says. She was put to work as a sex slave.“One

intentional destruction of identity and
integrity characteristic of torture seems to
make it especially inhumane.
The same intention is rarely
recognised in rape and sexual violence,
which is commonly believed to have a
‘personal’ nature that makes it a less
severe form of violation. Partly due to its
intimacy and often private occurrence,
and partly due to its prevalence and
normalisation – in short, because it is
supposedly a ‘personal’, ‘normal’, or even
‘natural’ act, rape is not usually regarded
as a political tool or a form of torture by
field workers working with refugees. One
researcher from the Asian Legal Resource
Centre notes that:
“When discussing [the issue of sexual
torture] with colleagues from many
countries, I am presented with the view
that torture of women is rare in their
country, only to hear them add in the

next moment: ‘But women suffer rape by
police and prison officers’.”
This widespread attitude not only
denies rape undisputed legal grounds
for its recognition as gender-based
persecution, but inhibits the recognition
of the severity of the human-rights
violations refugee women continue to
experience in flight and in refugee camps
and settlements.
It is critical that we challenge the
notion that it is better not to talk about
“these shameful issues” and challenge the
myth “that women should put it behind
them and that legal redress will not help”.
Refugee women themselves from across
the world are saying this is not the case.
They want the issues addressed. They
want acknowledgement that what they
have suffered is a crime. They desperately
need the increased levels of effective and
appropriate services which are designed

man would rape me, and then another would come and rape me. I
would lose count,” she recalls.
The excruciating pain of her life was unbearable. Running
away was futile and brought more punishment on Helen and the
others who tried. On the edge, she made a pact with another girl,
Saba* that they would die by their own hand. Lying with a group
of babies, Helen was filled with guilt. If she killed herself, the babies
would probably die too. She couldn’t do it.
So she watched her friend, bomb in tiny hand. Saba pulled the
pin and her tiny body was cut into thousands of pieces.
“They tied my hands and beat me,” Helen explains the
punishment she received for her friend’s actions.
She was sent to cook for 150 men, but couldn’t keep up with
the arduous schedule. The rapes started again.
“This one guy, he raped me and called me dirty. Then another
one did the same thing. They said I deserve to die.
“Always I fear they might kill me.“ They put me in the front line
of war as punishment,” she says through tears.
At 14 Helen managed to escape, but it was a twisted salvation.
She was found by the Ethiopian army. For two more years she
endured constant rapes.
After the Ethiopians, Helen suffered more abuse by Eritrean
men. She fell pregnant, and, under threat of abortion, she escaped.
She went to live with an aunt but her child was taken away and
placed with Helen’s paternal grandmother.
The military father of her baby took Helen back and more
misery ensued. The hopelessness of her life was overwhelming;
Helen tried many times to die. Eventually she fled to Sudan, on the
edge of insanity. With no other choices she worked as a prostitute.
Even when she tried other jobs she was raped.
Time passed and Helen was forced to marry an Ethiopian man.
His violence was cruel and savage. He would leave for months

to respond to the sexual violence they
have endured and they need appropriate
psychosocial support.
For years the international women’s
movement fought so that rape in conflict
situations would be recognised as a
war crime at the United Nations Beijing
Conference on Women in 1995. As we
approach “Beijing 15”, an international
conference to evaluate the outcomes of
that meeting, it is sad to see that rape in
conflict is as prevalent as it ever was. New
laws are not enough. Our major challenge
is how to change attitudes. n
*The name of the refugee camp is not mentioned to
protect the privacy of the women who have spent
time in that camp.
A version of this paper was published in Arrows for
Change, (Malaysia) Vol 13 no 3 March 2009.
A fully referenced version of this article will be available
on STARTTS website www.startts.org.au approximately
six weeks after publication.

at a time to see other women, leaving Helen with no food. Her
emaciated body would shrivel as she starved, close to death. Then,
for the first time, the sun began to shine on Helen’s life.
A friend took her case to the United Nations and in 1994 she
landed in Canada. A slow and painful recovery began. Two steps
forward, one step back. Some counsellors helped, some didn’t. The
pain has not ended. Perhaps it never will. There were hiccups along
the way. But there were triumphs too.
Her Ethiopian husband came to Canada, harassed her,
demanded sex when he was drunk and stole her money. She
escaped to Vancouver, and then to Australia.
Helen met another Eritrean, a kind man. But decades of abuse
made relationships tough.
She had three boys, and eventually returned to Eritrea to find
her daughter at which time she discovered that her mum was alive
after all. Since she was two years old she had believed her mother
dead.
Helen fought to bring her daughter to Australia – and won.
She speaks fluent English. She has never been to school, but
she learned to read and write. Helen is smart, really smart.
But she is still very angry. Angry and confused. The questions
won’t stop. “Why, why, why? Why me? Why are they so cruel?
Where is their conscience?” she asks.
Helen wonders if her life will ever be ‘normal’. Has her soul
been destroyed? She holds her head high and tells the Eritrean
community that what happened to girls, what happened to women
is wrong. Helen courageously shares her life of pain, so that other
people’s pain may be less. She says to other women, “You can
be strong like me. You can escape. You should be treated well,
respected. It’s not western, it’s just right.”
She thanks Australia for its care and for its safety. n
*Not her real name.
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The istanbul
protocol
Justice for torture survivors is rarely done, despite its huge
potential for healing individuals and communities. The
Istanbul Protocol is a device that is helping to improve
the situation, as Miriam Wernicke, Dr Jose Quiroga and
Felicitas Treue discussed at last year’s conference organised
by the International Society for Health and Human Rights.
SAMIRA HASSAN and SEJLA TUKELIJA report.

B

ringing the perpetrators of torture
to justice is crucial not only
for ensuring reparation to the
victims, but for ending the impunity of
the torturers. A United Nations document,
the Istanbul Protocol, also known as the
Manual on Effective Investigation and
Documentation of Torture and Other
Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading Treatment
or Punishment, is a set of international
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guidelines for the investigation and
documentation of torture.
Since its inception in 1999, it has
become a crucial instrument in the global
effort to end the impunity of perpetrators.
Medical experts use it to gather relevant
and reliable evidence, to assess the
consistency between allegations and the
medical findings and so produce highquality medical reports.

Legal experts also use the Protocol
to obtain reliable statements from torture
victims and witnesses, recover and preserve
evidence related to the alleged torture and
to determine how, when and where the
alleged torture occurred.
Seventy-five experts from 15 different
countries created the Protocol, partly in
response to the death of Baki Ergodan
in a Turkish prison in 1996. The official
forensic report stated that Ergodan had
died of acute pulmonary oedema as a
result of a ten-day hunger strike. But when
the Turkish Medical Association carried
out an independent investigation they
reported the official finding was false and
determined the cause of death to be Adult
Respiratory Distress Syndrome (ARDS), a
result of the use of torture.
Dr Quiroga, a torture survivor himself
and Director of Medical Services at the
Program for Torture Victims said: “When
the Protocol was being developed seventyfive percent of the countries in the world
were systematically practising torture, in
spite of having signed the Convention
Against Torture. This means many
democratic countries were also practising
torture, for example, Mexico.”
The Istanbul Protocol can also be used
to evaluate claims for asylum. It provides
guidelines for interviewing an alleged victim
of torture and for performing medical
examinations. This can help to assess the
consistency between the medical findings
and the account of torture, ill-treatment or
trauma made by the asylum seeker in his
claim for protection.
Unfortunately, awareness of the
Protocol is still relatively limited. In many

cases, health and legal professionals have
little or no training in the examination
and treatment of torture victims, or in the
investigation of torture. Often they have
no knowledge of the guidelines set out by
the Protocol, which makes it difficult for
them to implement it
As Miriam Wernicke says, “The
challenge is to produce documentation
that can be used as evidence and to do
that by independent experts, as well
as establishing collaboration between
health experts and legal experts. States do
have an obligation to conduct thorough
investigations into torture allegations;
however, we unfortunately see in many
states that this is not done.”
Felicitas Treue elaborates, “You can
document the medical, the physical and
the psychological, but the issues are the
impact of torture. So one of the challenges
is to get lawyers, doctors and psychologists
working together to make the Protocol
really work.
“One of the challenges we have seen
in practice is what can we do so that states
who adopt the Istanbul Protocol really
respect the three aspects. I say that because
the Mexican experience has shown us that
the State and authorities were quite willing
to adopt the Istanbul Protocol and they
implemented it in their country.
“But the problem is they only
implemented
the
medical
and
psychological [aspects] and they did not
respect in any way the basic principle of
independence of the experts. So what they
have done, which is a really risky thing in
the documentation of torture, they have
the same doctors and psychologists that
belong to the same institution as the police
who tortured people. They have no respect

at all for the principles of independence
and impartiality. This is one of the really big
challenges of implementation.”
Training is also an issue, which the
International Rehabilitation Council for
Torture Victims (IRCT) aims to overcome
by developing materials and conducting
training in ten diverse countries.
When asked about the future of the
Protocol, Dr Quiroga said, “We have to
implement it more worldwide … so people
know about that and we train more people
in those places where there is torture.
And apply [it] more…for example in the
immigration courts in the United States.
“Our group has been involved for
example in ten cases [that] we have
brought to the International Human-Rights
Court in Latin America. And in these ten
cases we have been using the Istanbul
Protocol. The last one was a case against
the Peruvian government. That was the
Castro Castro case. We examined victims
of this situation and we used the Istanbul
Protocol.”
Perhaps the power of the Protocol is
best expressed by a person for whom it
has finally bought justice. Monica Feria,
a lawyer and torture survivor of the 1992
massacre in the Castro Castro Prison,
fought for 14 years on behalf of herself
and others from the prison. Peru has finally
acknowledged that the authorities were
responsible for the bloody atrocities.
“It helped me to argue the case I
represented. It highlighted the facts I
was analysing and made me understand
them better. As a consequence I opted
for the right legal approach”, says
Monica Feria.n
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Capoeira Angola

Healing in action

A form of psychosocial intervention based on dance
and martial arts is being used by STARTTS with
young clients and has had some remarkable results.
GEORGIA SWAN and REBECCA HINCHEY report.

T

o arrive in Australia, Capoeira
Angola travelled from Africa to
Brazil, enduring countless years of
brutal oppression and enslavement before
landing in the lucky country.
A martial art, dance, and musical
performance, Capoeira Angola’s journey
to Australia mirrors the roads trodden by
refugee children. “The symbolism is not
lost,” says the program’s leader Maestre
Roxinho: “It is fitting that the game used
by Afro-Brazilians to resist oppression and
slavery is helping refugees build a new
life.”
Twenty-six young people from
Africa, South East Asia and the Middle
East have taken part in the successful
trial of this innovative approach, in a
partnership between the NSW Service
for the Treatment and Rehabilitation of
Torture and Trauma Survivors (STARTTS),
Project Bantu Capoeira Angola and the
Cabramatta Intensive English Centre (IEC).
Capoeira Angola is a mock combat
between two people which takes place
in a circle formed by the other players,
known as the Roda. It is strictly noncontact; players manoeuvre with skill and
awareness. Together, they seek to combine
their attack and defence movements,
aiming to connect their game together as
one.
Music is integral to the game, with
the young people taking part in a call
and response song using the Portuguese
language. Participants play in turn one
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of the eight instruments that form the
orchestra, helping keep the constant
rhythm of the game.
Before coming to the program, many
of the students were suffering from a
range of post-traumatic difficulties. When
combined with settlement issues and the
normal ups and downs of adolescent
life, these problems were resulting in
inappropriate and challenging behaviours
at school.
Evaluation of Project Bantu has
found that by incorporating aspects of
dance, music and group intervention,
Capoeira Angola is contributing to the
development of healthy communication
skills, enhancing confidence and selfesteem and assisting young refugees to
learn self-discipline and control.
The Principal of Cabramatta High
School, Beth Godwin, describes the
impact of a program like this, “Students
began to smile and have respect for
themselves and each other. They began to
pay attention to each other’s needs. If you
can get teenagers to do this, you’re going
to have great adults.”
For young people, it is so often simply
about fitting in at school. They are lonely,
don’t know how to make friends and are
teased for their differences.
That’s how it was for Mary*, “Before,
when I came to IEC it was so hard and I
didn’t even know how to say hi.”
After Project Bantu she sounds happy
and self-confident. “Capoeira helped me

so much just to feel good. I felt good and
like I could make friends,” she says.
STARTTS’s community development
worker involved in Capoeira Angola,
Jeannie O’Caroll, explains how often
Capoeira Angola mirrors what happens
in life.
“It has physical, moral and ethical
codes which the players are required to
follow and respect,” Jeannie says.
“The interaction between the
musical and physical elements is a microrepresentation of the community. It
mimics life’s interactions.
“But it’s a safe environment. In that
safe container young people can rehearse
the skills they need to succeed at school
and at home,” she emphasizes.
Those skills include respecting
rules, learning from mistakes, managing
bad feelings, responding to bullying,
respecting yourself and others, belonging
to a group and developing self-awareness
and expression.
For 15-year-old Iraqi-born Yasmine
it helped to deal with the arguments at
home that no longer involve her.
“Capoeira also helped me with my
family fighting because it teaches you not
to shout and be angry. My family fights a
lot and now I don’t even shout with them
anymore. I think they need Capoeira too.”
For other kids, like 16-year-old
Mohammed, it’s about building selfesteem and confidence. “Sometimes I
get scared a little bit in the beginning of
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playing but then I like showing everyone
that I can do it. It makes me feel good
inside when I can do it.”
Thinking about what these kids
have been through before reaching this
program is truly upsetting. Born in war,
they’ve grown up in refugee camps.
They’ve witnessed violence of the worst
kind. Parents have gone missing, been
killed or raped, often in front of their eyes.
They’ve lost their homeland, their culture
and their friends.
Exposure to such extreme trauma
is almost bound to cause emotional,
social and developmental difficulties for
refugee kids. Teenage years are fraught
with challenges at the best of times,
but for refugees the trauma they have
experienced is compounded by the
problems they face with communicating
in an unfamiliar language and learning a
new set of rules about how to behave.
Young people however are incredibly
resilient and have great capacity to recover
if they can access appropriate support and
opportunities to learn and grow.
Describing why STARTTS chose
Capoeira
Angola,
Coordinator
of
Community Services, Jasmina Bajraktarevic
Hayward, said that it was particularly
relevant to the needs, strengths and
diversity of young people.
“It’s about empowerment and
overcoming
adversity,
developing
individual strengths while being a member
of the group,” Jasmina says.
“It’s fun, it uses lots of energy
and it helps the young ones to express
their frustration and aggression in a
constructive way.”
As 17-year-old Raymond* from
Burundi explains, “I love all the time we
are in the classroom playing Capoeira. I
feel good, like not angry ever.”

Everyone agrees that relationships are
the central element that makes Capoeira
Angola such an effective program.
“It’s modelled really good
relationships and interaction with the
kids and with each other. That is very
powerful, for the kids to see a different
way of doing things,” explains Elisabeth
Pickering, Cabramatta IEC Counsellor.
Maestre Roxiho says, “The core
principle of Capoeira Angola is respect.”
“I started Project Bantu with at-risk
kids in Brazilian slums, with kids who
did not respect other people, teachers or
parents. I started in a playful way. What
they learned in the class, little by little was
brought out in their everyday life. They
started to respect the rest of society as
well,” he says.
“Keeping Capoeira Angola in its
original traditional form is essential for its
success.”
Mohammed* puts it like this: “Other
teachers are always shouting at me and
are so bossy. In Capoeira the teachers
are talking nice to me. I hate it when the
teachers shout at me. It makes me feel
angry and bad. But when the Capoeira
teachers are always so nice to me it makes
me feel good.”
Amy* has learnt basic relationship
skills. “It taught me about helping people.
Everyone has to help each other,” she
says.
Summing up the feeling of the
Capoeira Angola students 16-year-old
Maria says, “It makes me feel happy.
When I come here it is like a different
world to me. I don’t care what happens
outside. Like if I have bad days, when I
come here I’m happy, It is like a big family
here.” n
*Names have been changed to protect the identities
of the young people.

For more information about Capoeira Angola at
STARTTS call 02 9794 1900 or visit www.startts.org.au
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tccQxDDyC0M
www.capoeiraangola-projectbantu.com.au
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a journey
through English
Since 2000, volunteer English teachers have provided classes
at STARTTS for men and women from refugee backgrounds
who have not been able to gain access to the classes through
other formal channels ELIZABETH SCHAFFER speaks with
some of the teachers and students.

T

he English classes began as part of
STARTTS’ response to an urgent
need that arose when legislation was
introduced to bar people with Temporary
Protection Visas (TPVs) from free English tuition.
“They were in culture shock”, says Sister
Maureen O’Connor, who has been a volunteer
at STARTTS for many years. “People were very
traumatised. In a way they had experienced
trauma all their lives. Many of the students
were pre-literate. They were on TPVs, they
had no English, and had been in detention. At
STARTTS they were greeted and welcomed and
treated with dignity.”
It was clear to the teachers that a flexible,
student-centered approach was needed in
the classes. “All the teachers used to bring
morning tea to share with their classes and
they gave the students time. It was hard for

people to learn, their memories were affected.
They had post-trauma symptoms. They were
so broken when they first started coming to
the classes. It’s terrible to think of the TPV ever
being introduced again. It caused so much
suffering”.
The English classes that were started for
the men on TPVs were not, Maureen says,
conventional English classes. “That’s not
what people needed. I remember a teacher
who came into class intending to volunteer.
She wanted an ‘outcomes program’ but we
couldn’t teach in that way, topic to topic, it
just didn’t work. I rang a prominent refugee
advocate who told me ‘These are adults; they
have a life experience to tap into’. And that’s
how we taught; we touched their life situations.
We were on a journey together, we celebrated
as someone became a citizen and when there
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was sadness, we shared in that too”.
The teachers encouraged class members
to access STARTTS’ services when needed
and let them know about other community
resources that were available such as help to
find furniture and other household basics.
They used a combination of ingenuity and
community networks to gradually build the
resources available to the students. “Even
dictionaries were difficult to get at the
beginning,” says Maureen. “It was hard to find
Dari/English dictionaries. We got a donation
to pay for some dictionaries and a local
supermarket arranged to import some for us.”
“In 2000 we started with four weekly
classes - two beginners’ classes and two at a
slightly higher level. We taught language in
context – survival English. We soon discovered
that we all laughed at the same things. We
had to experiment and we had to be flexible.
Students were sometimes there in class and
sometimes not. We made each class an entity in
itself. We taught people the tools they needed
to greet someone, taught them to really listen
to what was being said. We allowed them to
take time to hear things. If you are working in
a factory you’re going to hear different English
from the English you hear on language tapes
– we taught them to understand ordinary
English, like ‘how ya goin mate?.’ Another
teacher tells of a student who asked for an
explanation of the greeting he received every
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morning at work “Ya gettin any?”
Liz Giles, who taught in the program from
2000 to 2008, agrees with Sister Maureen
about the importance of the classes in people’s
lives. “Students got some understanding of
Australian culture and support from each
other. The social things have been really
important. They gained greater understanding
of each other’s cultures and had to make
some adjustments. I’ve seen people making
lasting friendships across cultures – people
with no common language other than English
developing good friendships. It was not just the
English classes themselves but being part of the
whole environment at STARTTS that helped
people. People felt accepted wherever they
were in their lives. It was a non-judgemental
environment. That was an eye-opener for many
of the English students – that people not from
the same religion, culture or nationality were
prepared to help them. It changed how they
saw things. One of our students, Salim Jafari,
said “You have taught us a new way to live”.
Some of the volunteer English teachers
came to STARTTS with long teaching careers
behind them while for others, teaching
was a new direction. Liz, who came from a
professional background in speech therapy,
found a new career direction as a result of her
teaching at STARTTS. Like all the volunteer
teachers she believes that the volunteers and
the students learned from each other. “It

A previous student with teacher Maureen
O’Connor.

From L to R: Elizabeth Giles, Mary Foley,
Sr Maureen O’Connor, Margaret Warburton
and Helen Wren

was an amazing experience” she says. “I felt
embarrassed when people said thank you, I got
so much. It broadened my outlook, gave me
contact with other cultures different to my own.
It taught me to be more tolerant of different
cultures, different voices. It gave me friendships
and networks of people I wouldn’t otherwise
have known. I got experience teaching and I
went on and made it my career. I discovered
that I loved teaching. It was absolutely a twoway thing”. Most importantly, says Liz : “I was
struck by how much people can endure and
survive. I had a student for example who had
lost 150 members of his family but he was still
going on and he was not bitter”.
Like the other English teachers, Margaret
Warburton began volunteering at STARTTS
because she was motivated by a wish to help
people. “It feels good to make a contribution”.
She has taught in STARTTS English classes
throughout their many different stages. “Now
the class is all women. Many of them have
had no schooling in the past. We have four
teachers, two on each class so that people at
different levels can get the attention that they
need. Most of them have finished their 510
hours of free English tuition but they haven’t
been able to use that time very well because
they didn’t know how to learn and didn’t yet
understand that learning is a two-way process.
They weren’t ready – there was so much for

them to learn in a new culture. The young can
learn quickly but it’s especially hard for the
older students.”
Zahida left her previous English course
after becoming pregnant. STARTTS classes
were flexible enough for her to join. “Now I
can write my name and address, I know I can
explain some things in English, it makes me feel
better. When I am in the English class I forget
about other things, problems in the past, I talk
to everyone. I don’t feel lonely anymore, I am
more happy.”
Most of the women in the current classes
are from Afghanistan as well as from other
countries. Many in the group came to join their
husbands who were originally on TPVs, while
many others have lost husbands and family
members. “Just getting to know the teachers
is important for the women,” says Margaret.
“Being in the class increases their confidence
and self-esteem. They are really impressed
when they find out that we are volunteers.
We can run the class to suit how the women
need to learn. Last week we made a salad in
class together. What’s so and so doing? She’s
making a salad. What’s she doing now? She’s
peeling a carrot. It made everyone so happy.
We had a lot of fun. Then we sat and ate the
salad together. It was lovely.”
Thanks to all of STARTTS’ volunteer English
teachers over the years. n
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Vale Hassan Omar
(1958–2009)

By Aden Omar, (eldest son), the Horn of Africa
Relief and Development Agency (HARDA)’s
President, John Cornwall and Edmund Rice
Centre Director, Phil Glendenning.

SUBSCRIPTIONS
A publication of the Service for the Treatment and Rehabilitation of Torture
and Trauma Survivors (STARTTS).
Refugee Transitions exists to report on a wide range of refugee and
human rights issues of relevance to the work of STARTTS. It aims to:
•
•

H
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assan Omar arrived in Australia
in August 1983 on a scholarship
from his motherland Somalia.
As soon as he arrived up until his untimely
death on 11 March this year, he worked
tirelessly to help others, building bridges
between Australians and his fellow
Africans from the Horn. As President
of HARDA, and in every action and
deed, Hassan lived the life of a true
humanitarian.
His commitment to his “brothers
and sisters” in Africa and Australia was
legendary. He was never daunted by
“people in high places” and would always
pursue his agenda at every opportunity.
Phil Glendenning, the director of the
Edmund Rice Centre, has many Hassan
stories, over their twenty year friendship.
HARDA’s President John Cornwall
said: “One of my favourite stories
concerns a public meeting that they
attended together, which was addressed
by Kim Beazley, then the Leader of the
Opposition and Australia’s alternative
Prime Minister.” “When the meeting was
over Phil saw that Hassan had cornered
Kim at the door on his way out for an
unscheduled ‘consultation’ and was
pressing home the details of one of his
latest proposals. The usual response in
these encounters is ‘write to me with the
details’, then walk briskly to the waiting
car protected by minders. But Hassan had
winning ways; Kim had his note pad out
personally writing down the details,” John
laughs.
“And while regularly counselling me
not to overcommit my volunteer time, he
was remarkably generous with his own,”
John said. “He worked long hours at this
job with NSW Health, arrived home late

but never failed to open his emails and
always worked on a one-day turnaround.
When I switched on my computer in the
morning I often saw a response from him
that had been sent around eleven o’clock.
He literally gave his life to the cause.”
Together with this commitment to
‘the cause’, was a dedication to lifelong
learning and growth, not just for himself
but for the countless others that he
pushed to achieve. In 1985 Hassan
received his Postgraduate Diploma in
Eco-System Management from the
University of New England. He continued
his studies and gained a Certificate in
Interpreting Preparatory Paraprofessional
Level, a Certificate in Community Welfare
Work and a Diploma in Community
Welfare Work in rapid succession. These
qualifications were in addition to the
Diploma in Animal Science and Range
Management and the Certificate in
Wildlife Management earned by Hassan
back in Africa.
Hassan was employed by the
Northern Sydney/Central Coast Area
Health Service from 1986 to 2009. He had
worked at Gosford hospital for 20 years
as Revenue Officer before taking up jobs
at the Royal North Shore Hospital in 2006
as Workforce Co-ordinator, Immigration
Registration and Accreditation Officer in
addition to other roles.

Hassan married Kathleen Moloney
on the 7 December 1985 moving to the
Central Coast where they lived until his
death. He commuted tirelessly to Sydney
to undertake his duties in assisting African
communities.
In 1993 he established the Horn of
Africa Settlement Group which helped
settle more than twenty families from
the Horn of Africa. Hassan also started
the Somali Community Association and
Ogaden Relief Association, which helps
the troubled people from the Ogaden
region of Ethiopia. He was founder of
the Voiceless Children’s Network, and an
active executive member of the African
Communities Council. Most recently,
Hassan founded HARDA, where he
carried out the role of President from
2003-2008 and was the Director of
Overseas Aid from 2008-2009.
Finally, Hassan took it upon himself
to assist anyone in need and did this with
sincerity and compassion. He always said
that he belonged to the ‘greater global
family’ and would not refuse anyone in
need of help. He will be greatly missed
by his loved ones and the greater global
family.
He is survived by four children whom
he adored: Deeqo, Aden, Jamaal and
Salah.
His life of giving can be summed
up by the following words so often at
his memorial service, which echoed
sentiments that had been said many times
before:
“Now that he’s dead – who are we
going to turn to? He’s the one that we
always turned to from a little problem to a
big problem. He would take our problems
to Ministers at any level. Whatever
happened we knew we could talk to him,
at any time, whatever we faced.” n

•
•

focus attention on the impact of organised violence and human rights
abuses on health
provide ideas on intervention models to address the health and social
needs of refugees
debate and campaign for changes necessary to assist, empower and
strengthen refugee communities in their settlement process
provide a vehicle for cultural and personal expression.
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Brief resume: Exhibitions
2009

Iraqi Australian Organisation, Fairfield (Sydney)

2008

Casula Powerhouse, Sydney

2007

Casula Powerhouse, Sydney
Liverpool Museum, Sydney

2006

Paddington, Sydney
Blacktown, Sydney
Merrylands Council, Sydney

2005

Blacktown, Sydney

1992>
2005 Jordan, countless exhibitions
1988 Bagdad, Iraq
1987

Bagdad, Iraq

Apart from exhibitions in Australia, Haider has also
exhibited in the USA, Spain, Jordan and Saudi Arabia
Brief resume: Memberships
• Iraqi Artists Forming Assembly
• Liverpool Art Society

healing
through art
Iraqi-born painter HAIDER ABADI escaped from war
torn Iraq and came to Australia where he found inner
peace. He spoke with REBECCA HINCHEY about
how his life experiences influence his art.
42

B

old, bright splashes of yellow
and blue ignite the canvas. Even
in this abstract style the iconic
Australian image can’t be missed: the antiestablishment hero Ned Kelly. For artist
Haider Abadi, it’s a celebration of a new
home, a new life, and a new freedom.
Haider’s work has transformed since
arriving in Australia four years ago. Gone
are the shackled images, contorted in pain.
Absent too, the distorted bodies and deep
painful shades of purple, blue and red. “Art
for me is like an expression of the internal
world. Whenever I read or see something,
what I feel about it will be revealed in my
work,” Haider says.
Thousands of kilometres from the
terror of Iraq, Haider’s art displays a release
from pain and a contentment with life.
Sometimes he hears the news and the
memories return, along with the painful

images, but this is rare. Warm curves,
swirling notes, and harmonious lines
dominate his Australian work.
As an artist in Saddam Hussein’s
palace and later in exile in Jordan, Haider’s
paintings had reflected the oppression and
war that permeated the region.
“There are some tragedies, some grief
in my works,” he explains.
“In 1991, I had a very bad experience.
The Americans bombed a place of refuge
for people to be protected from the war.
Children and women, their bodies melt
from the heat.
“After the incident we went there.
It was terrible and horrendous, bodies
melting and sticking to one another.
“After this I drew a series of pictures,”
he says.
Haider’s expression through art began
while playing on the banks of the Al Farat

River, south of the city of Bagdad. In the
late 1960s, government workers would
pour black oil into the river to kill the
mosquitoes. Placing paper in the water the
young child would watch as it formed a
face or a pattern.
That early influence continued through
to his university days and propelled him to
the top of the class.
“When I finish my paintings I throw
water on them. Through the fluids you
get an unintentional result, beyond
imagination. Sixty percent is my effort and
forty percent is coincidence. It’s like a risk or
adventure, you might get a good painting
or not,” he says.
That risk was a feature of his life. As
the standout student he was selected to
paint for Iraq’s then ruler in one of the
many palaces scattered throughout Iraq.
“I was against Saddam Hussein but
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Dead Aid
Reviewed by Samira Hassan
Author: Dambisa Moyo
Publisher: Penguin Books

H

aider is a STARTTS client who was born in Iraq in 1966. His works have
been exhibited at countless venues across Australia including the Arabic
Embassy in Canberra, the Australian Iraqi Centre in Fairfield and at the
STARTTS Refugee Week Art Exhibition. In 2008 he won first prize from the Liverpool
Art Society. In the same year he created an artwork for STARTTS (see back cover).
That painting symbolises the caring provided by STARTTS staff for their clients, from
the cradle to the grave. It shows the many different cultures and religions of the
people who come to STARTTS and the dark pasts that they are trying to leave behind.
Contact: haider.abadi@yahoo.com.au

I couldn’t reject him or I will be killed,”
Haider states simply.
For two years he worked for the
dictator, forced to create countless images
of the madman. While he worked his
people in the south rebelled against their
ruler.
In 1992, Haider escaped to Jordan,
continuing to paint the horror of the past.
His reputation grew, and his work was
exhibited in Austria.
Yet Haider remained distressed,
particularly as he now had a wife and three
children. With the attention came the
knowledge that he was in the sights of the
Iraqi regime.
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“In my media I reveal a lot about what
was going on, the torture and that. I would
have been executed,” he explains.
That fear has gone now and the
terror that it created inside Haider has
disappeared.
His countless exhibitions in Australia
have been a witness to the rebirth of
Haider, a witness to the pain of his past and
the hope of his future.
His art has played the central role in
banishing the inner demons and healing
the spirit. It is who he is.
“If I don’t draw I can’t live. I feel I live
through painting,” he says. n

Dambisa Moyo is a native Zambian. She has a degree from
Harvard and a Doctorate from Oxford, and she has worked for
the World Bank and at Goldman Sachs. Dead Aid is her first book.
Dead Aid is a controversial new exploration of the aid
industry in Africa. It has been hailed by Kofi Annan as “a
compelling case for a new approach in Africa. Her message is
that ‘Africa’s time is now’. It is time for Africans to assume full
control over their economic and political destiny. Africans should
grasp the many means and opportunities available to them for
improving the quality of life.“
Coming at a time where there is a growing criticism of the
aid industry and its failed outcomes, Dead Aid will certainly add to
the current debate. But Moyo goes a step further and contends
that aid to Africa has not only failed in its targeted solutions,
but has actively contributed to poverty and the failure of African
nations to become economically viable and successful. Africa
has become aid-dependant and addicted, to the detriment of
responsible governance and economic growth.
Moyo also criticizes “glamour aid” and the rise of moral
campaigners, especially in the movie and music industry. “Scarcely
does one see Africa’s elected officials or those African policy
makers charged with the development portfolio offer an opinion
on what should be done, or what might actually work…This very
important responsibility has, for all intents and purposes and to
the bewilderment and chagrin of many Africans, been left to
musicians who reside outside Africa.” (p.27).
The main argument of Dead Aid is that aid is the
fundamental cause of poverty in Africa, because it removes
incentives among policymakers and within society. It makes
governments less accountable to their citizens and has led to
civil wars and corruption. Aid has propped up dictatorships
and sheltered governments from often disastrous governance
decisions.
The solution? Moyo advocates stopping aid funding over the
course of five years. Dead Aid argues that Africa should rather
look to international bond markets, foreign direct investment (the
Chinese, in particular); pushing for free trade and encouraging
microfinance innovations, such as the group borrowing pioneered
by the Grameen Bank in Bangladesh.
The book is written simply and it is easy to understand, yet
coming at it as a layperson, I found myself wishing that there was
more detail or explanation of Moyo’s assertions. For instance,
much is made of the fact that aid has not worked in Africa, but
there is really not much detail as to why this is so, beyond laying
the blame on corruption, and inadequate distribution policies.
If this is the case, surely a consideration of how these might be

tackled is warranted. And if aid were cut off, what would the
likely outcomes be?
More simply, a clear definition of aid would have been
helpful. Other than giving a brief criticism, Moyo does not target
humanitarian or charitable aid, but rather focuses on bilateral and
multilateral aid, defined as “the sum total of concessional loans
and grants”(p.9). Unfortunately as a non economist, I am unsure
of precisely what that actually means. Does this include health
and education aid? Local development grants? None of this is
made clear.
On the question of governance I was also confused. Moyo
describes in some detail the corrupt regimes that have been
propped up by aid but she assures us blithely that cutting aid
will somehow assure good governance. Why would this be so?
There are many examples of repressive and corrupt governments
in countries not dependant on aid. Furthermore, she states that
cutting off aid would also somehow lead to fewer wars and
military coups. Why? Surely most wars and military coups are
about resources and mineral wealth?
Moyo is an obvious admirer of China and its “new multipronged assault on Africa” (p. 104). A whole chapter of the book
is devoted to China and the benefits of Chinese investment.
For Moyo any concern about the Chinese and the possible
repercussions of such investment is merely seen as western
hypocrisy. Humanitarian and environmental concerns are also
brushed aside. She asserts that:
“Many Africans scoff at the notion that westerners should
be outraged by Chinese implicit support for Africa’s corrupt and
rogue leaders. It is, after all, under the auspices of Western aid,
goodwill and transparency that Africa’s most notorious plunderers
and despots have risen and thrived”. (p.108).
That may well be so, but I am strangely unconvinced that
corrupt leaders supported by investment are better for Africa than
those supported by aid.
And if the aim is to benefit Africa, them surely serious
consideration must be given to Chinese business practices such as
not hiring locals and underbidding local business.
There is no doubt that developmental aid to Africa has been
mismanaged and squandered. Moyo tells us that over one trillion
dollars of aid has been given to Africa since World War One, yet
sub-Saharan Africa remains the poorest region in the world, with
little to show in terms of economic growth. There is obviously a
need to tackle the problem, and find viable long term solutions.
Whether you agree or disagree with Moyo, her book is an
important step in furthering a very important dialogue.
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The Brain
That Changes
Itself
Reviewed by Vincent Sicari
Author: Norman Doidge
Publisher: Scribe Publications
This is a truly awesome organ that each of us has within.
Just how awesome and just how complex is the essay of
Norman Doidge in his wonderfully written best-seller, The Brain
that Changes Itself. But Norman Doidge is not merely trying
to describe. He charts, he chronicals, he illustrates. His thesis is
that the brain can learn new ways of doing things, that it can
make up for its own defects, whether they be induced by injury,
violence or the apparently chaotic and despotic nature of our
inherited genes.
This book describes the journey of many individuals through
their fascinatingly horrific life stories of injury and wholeness,
of incompleteness and fulfillment, of incomprehension and
knowingness. But it is a book that is truly inspirational, it is full
of hope. It does not dwell on the macabre for its own sake, but
it doesn’t hide the wondrous question of human pain.
In some ways Norman Doidge owes much to Oliver Sacks,
that great neurologist and author who gave us such classics
as The Man Who Mistook his Wife for a Hat. For those who
enjoyed his books, and I am one, this book by Doidge will
be a wonderful new read. Popular science has always been a
favourite of mine, and I have spent many an hour in the thrilling
company of David Attenborough, Paul Davies or Stephen Jay
Gould. But this kind of writing is a special genre that not only
educates. It fascinates. It makes you wonder what it means to
be human.
Norman Doidge begins with the story of Cheryl Schiltz:
the Woman Perpetually Falling. Can you really imagine what
it means to feel like that. It can drive you through despair to
the desperation of suicide. Cheryl was the victim of a maladministered medicament. As simple as that. And that changed
her life completely. She lost her sense of balance. The amazing
instrument that we all have in our skulls, the semi-circular
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canals, those delicate instruments that we all take for granted,
in Cheryl just simply failed. She could not walk. She could not
detect the movement of her own body through space. Even
when she fell and found herself on the ground, she still felt
as if she was falling through into an infinite abyss. Cheryl was
cured. She regained her sense of balance. She can now walk.
And it was by the amazing adaptability that the brain possesses.
Through the work of brain science pioneers such as Paul Bach y
Rita, Cheryl re-trained areas of her brain not previously devoted
to balance to do the task that had been destroyed in her by the
wrongful administration of a common drug.
And that is what this book is really about. Doidge calls it
the brain’s plasticity: how areas of the brain usually dedicated to
certain specific functions can learn to perform new tasks. The
scientists whose work Doidge examines make what appear to be
radical claims for their techniques and technologies. The blind
can be made to see, and the hearing impaired can be taught
to hear. The retarded can be healed. The scientist, Michael
Mezernich, even teaches autistic children to communicate.
Norman Doidge demonstrates how deeply ingrained
pathways of the brain can be re-directed, how habits can be
changed. And how traumatic experiences suffered by individuals
can be integrated.
This book is a challenge for all of us. It purports to
demonstrate that the brain is not a static organ that learns in
the early years of our lives and then shuts down to perform
certain learned behaviours. No, this is an organ of infinite
complexity, it is an organ whose functions are only being
discovered in our own time. We are not the playthings of others
or events. We can take control of our lives.

The Reader
Reviewed by Vincent Sicari
Directed by Stephen Daldry
Mirage Enterprises
With Ralph Fiennes, Kate Winslet.
I could never be a mass-murderer. Or could I?
For me that is one of the questions posed by this fascinating
study into the human condition. The movie by director Stephen
Daldry is based on the novel of the same name by the German
author Bernard Schlink. It is an exploration into the psyche of
the heroine Hanna Schmitz played by Kate Winslet, who delivers
an outstanding performance in her portrayal of the tortured
soul. There are many questions posed by the movie. But the
most disturbing one for me was the one I alluded to above.
Could I have behaved like Hanna? Would I ever be able to do
such a horrific thing?
Some people may come out of this movie thinking that
the Third Reich was an aberration of human history. But was
it really? Do each of us have our own Third Reich within us
waiting to come out under the right circumstances?
The movie creates just the right amount of empathy with
Hanna. It takes us into her world, her tortured world, and
delivers us with an overwhelming feeling of hopelessness. She
is no monster, or is she? We are like her, or are we? What really
lurks just below the surface of our consciousness? Could I, in
similar circumstances, behave as she did?
I see the petty side of this question every day in my life as a
public servant in NSW. And no, I do not wish to compare NSW
to Nazi Germany! But what little compromises are we being
asked to make in all of our every-day work? When we know (or
convince ourselves) that the little compromises may make little
difference to the lives of our fellow citizens, they may not weigh
much on our minds. But what if the little compromise was
the taking of Jews to concentration camps? Or the leading of
innocent prisoners on a death march?
Hanna Schmitz was asked to do just that. She was a simple
guard. Her duties included keeping watch over a group of Jews.
Surely she had no choice?

I came out thinking that this is a must-see movie. It posed
questions for all of us. Don’t go to it thinking that this could
never happen to you. There was nothing peculiar about the
Germany that descended into the depravity that this movie
clearly paints for us. If anything, the Germany of the 1930s was
more civilized than most other countries. It was the Germany
of Bach, Mozart and Beethoven. It was the Germany of Meister
Eckhart and of Dietrich Bonhoeffer.
The Reader is a skillful rendering of that Germany. It is a
country that we are all familiar with. We are led along a path
of exploration of that country. We are led along a path of
exploration of an individual’s psyche. We are led along a path of
exploration of ourselves.
The Reader is a well-made movie. It has a rhythm that
grows with every passing scene. It hooks you. The device of
young Michael Berg, played by David Kross, who develops a
relationship with the older Hanna Schmitz, presents a point
of view of an innocent by-stander. A by-stander, who bit by
bit gets inexorably drawn into the reality of another. And that
reality is such a different reality. Michael’s reality is skillfully
painted by David Kross and then Ralph Fiennes. He is from a
comfortable middle-class European family from the early 1960s.
The cinematography is superb. The Germany of the era is
wonderfully recreated. We are like Michael. We empathise with
him and see life in post-war Germany through his eyes. We also
form a relationship with Hanna and can see her predicament.
Would we really have behaved any differently to her? Could we
also become a mass murderer?
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Artwork painted by Haider Abadi.
This painting symbolises the care provided by STARTTS staff for their clients, from the
cradle to the grave. It shows the many different cultures and religions of the people
who come to STARTTS and the dark pasts they a trying to leave behind.
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