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Message from the Director

By Jorge Aroche,Executive Director

Welcome to the first issue of
Transitions for 2001. This year promises to be a year of changes and
developments, and many of these have
commenced already. Beginning with Transitions; following fruitful discussions with
services in other states, this is the year
when our magazine will turn national,
becoming the magazine of the National
Forum of Services for Survivors of Torture and Trauma (NFSSTT). Transitions
will continue to be produced in NSW,
but with much greater input from our
sister services in other states, and will
be jointly guided by the members of the
National Forum. Transitions and all its
readers will benefit greatly from the thus
expanded source of input and expertise,
and from the wider readership at the
national level.
On a sadder note, another change affecting Transitions closely is the departure of
Helen Basili, Transitions’ co-editor, and a
prolific writer in her own right. Helen
was the initiator and mainstay of Transitions, and its existence owes much to
Helen’s drive, not to mention her skills
and creativity. We wish Helen the very
best with her promising future as a freelance journalist, and hope she may continue her involvement with Transitions in
that capacity. While Helen will be sorely
missed, we are fortunate that Olga Yoldi
and the rest of the team will continue
to ensure that Transitions remains firmly
on the current path of ongoing improvement.
Among recent staff changes at STARTTS,
one that stands out is the departure of
our long-standing colleague Pam Hartgerink, who was the coordinator of the
STARTTS Early Intervention Program
since its inception. Pam left STARTTS to
become the Director of the torture and
trauma service of the Northern Territory, so I look forward to continue to
work with her in her new capacity as a
member of the National Forum.

We have been fortunate to welcome several new colleagues into the STARTTS
team, who bring their particular skills
and experience to the organization. One
of the projects that will benefit from this
influx is an exciting initiative to document
the needs of refugee young women and
girls, and to develop and pilot specific
programs to address these needs.
Among the many other current projects
and recent developments at STARTTS
one well worth mentioning is the current
focus in documenting our work. This is a
crucial and exciting area where STARTTS
has traditionally not focused enough. The
advent of three significant conferences
this year has meant that STARTTS staff
will be preparing and presenting close to
thirty papers in as many topics. These
conferences are: the Cultural Diversity
in Health conference in May in Sydney,
where STARTTS has played a major role
in organizing the Refugee Well Being and
Torture and Trauma Issues stream, the
6th conference of the International Society for Traumatic Stress, in Croatia, and
the National Conference of Torture and
Trauma Services at the end of the year.
Single papers are also being presented
in other conferences. This is a decisive
and welcome step towards ensuring that
the expertise and materials developed by
STARTTS over the years reach a wider
audience.
We have also commenced to work in earnest on the options to address STARTTS
long standing office space problems. The
process under way will include an evaluation of the long term strategic planning
for the service, examining the impact
of planned strategies such as the development of a student clinic, more comprehensive services for refugee youth
and children, and a particular focus on
the needs of ageing refugees, amongst
others, on the magnitude, location and
nature of STARTTS accommodation
needs. It promises to be an exciting
and demanding task, all the more challenging because of the complexities of
making long-term projections in a field so
dependent on world politics and events.
I look forward to touching on this topic
again in our next issue.

On the subject of world politics and
events, this issue of Transitions touches
on a variety of thought-provoking issues.
Olga Yoldi, in our “forgotten conflicts”
section explores the long standing conflict in Sri-Lanka, which continues to generate untold horrors and suffering at the
margin of the world’s attention. Helen
Basili contrasts the past and present of
Cambodia through her insightful impressions of a recent trip to this country.
Another crucial issue picked up by other
articles in this “Transitions” is the situation of refugee women.
Nooria Mehrabi, a STARTTS counselor
and overseas trained doctor examines
the plight of refugee women in some
detail, drawing on her extensive experience in the refugee camps of Pakistan.
Another excellent article on this wider
topic highlights the rise of sex slavery as
a contemporary phenomenon in some
areas of Africa. Closer to home, and
in keeping with earlier commitments to
encourage debate on this topic, this issue
features an article on the experiences
and problems encountered by Temporary
Protection Visa (TPV) holders. Other
feature articles in this 9th issue of Transitions include an analysis of the current
situation in Burma, and a description of
some innovative staff support initiatives
involving creative writing recently piloted
at STARTTS in the context of Operation
Safe Haven.
I sincerely hope you enjoy this issue of
Transitions, and look forward to your
continued support by joining Friends of
STARTS and thus subscribing to Transitions. Till the next issue, with my very
best wishes.
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Living in
LIMBO

Detainees in the Woomera Detention Centre,
South Australia
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HELEN BASILI talks to two refugees who escaped the tyranny
of Afghanistan’s Taliban militia. They recently arrived in
Australia by boat but their ordeal is far from over.
In August 1999, Safar Ali awoke
near a roadside amongst a pile of 12
blood-soaked bodies. Ali had been
unconscious for many hours and could
hardly believe he was alive. His muscles were swollen and some of his
joints were dislocated. In this state,
walking was impossible so Ali crawled
to the road and waited for a passing
vehicle to take him back to his family
home.
Sixty-two year old Ali had
endured a night of savage beating by
Taliban soldiers who had caught him
trying to escape across the Afghan
border into Pakistan. As an ethnic
Hazara and Shiite Muslim, Ali was
regarded as subhuman by the fundamentalist Taliban who now control
most of Afghanistan. He had suffered
decades of war in his country but since
the Taliban had emerged from Afghanistan’s post-communist chaos in 1994,
Ali’s life had become intolerable.
Ali spent three months in bed,
recovering from his beating. He then
pooled the savings from his transportation business, which amounted to
about $8000 US, and recruited a
‘people smuggler’ to ensure his successful escape from Afghanistan.
Two weeks later Ali found himself, with 27 other Afghan Hazaras,
on a small rickety boat heading from
Indonesia to Australia. Today he lives
in the south western Sydney suburb
of Auburn, as do many other Afghan
refugees who arrived in Australia with
the assistance of people smugglers.
Ghulam Nabi Afzali lives near
Ali in a sparsely furnished two-bedroom unit that he shares with two
other people. Afzali came to Sydney
in September 2000 after a threemonth stint as a fruit-picker in Western Australia. He worked nine hours
a day, six days a week until his hands
became so swollen he could no longer
continue. It was a humbling experience for Afzali, an ethnic Hazara, who
was previously a nurse in Afghanistan.

Until September 1999, Afzali
lived with his wife and five children
in the central Afghan town of Jaghuri. Two years before, the Taliban
had conquered Jaghuri and Afzali’s
life had changed irrevocably. “When
they dominated the whole area they
started persecuting the people, they
are arresting the people, torturing the
people, even destroying the house of
the people,” says Afzali.
He and his brother were
arrested twice by the Taliban, accused
of hiding artillery on behalf of opposition groups. “They were beating me
with a special torture device that’s
called dora. Metallic splints are inside
a pipe…when they are beating they
make no wound and no fracture but
it is very painful”.
After being released from custody the second time, Afzali went into
hiding for several months, borrowing
thousands of dollars from friends and
relatives, until he had enough money
to pay a smuggler to get him out
of Afghanistan. He travelled overland
to Karachi, Pakistan, and from there
flew to Indonesia where he, and 14

or her homeland.
“I didn’t come only
to save myself; my
aim was to save my
family as well,” says
Ali whose wife and
12 children remain
in Afghanistan. But
his hopes were
Ghulam Nabi Afzali
soon crushed.
Upon arriving in Darwin in
November 1999, Ali and his travelling companions were whisked away
to a new detention centre located
at Woomera, in the South Australian desert. The detention centre had
only the most rudimentary facilities.
For the first few weeks, detainees had
to endure the scorching desert heat
without any air-conditioning. To keep
cool Ali wrapped himself in a wet
sheet, which had to be dampened
over and over again at half hourly
intervals.
The weeks passed by and Ali
had plenty of time to ruminate over
the tragic events that forced him
to flee Afghanistan. His mother and
nephew had both been killed during

For a Hazara refugee, life in the Pakistani refugee camps can
be as dangerous as life in Afghanistan itself
other Afghan refugees, caught a boat
to Broome, Western Australia.
Ali and Afzali did not spend
years in a camp in Pakistan, as many
Afghan refugees did when they were
escaping the communist regime in
the 1980’s. Pakistan is a supporter of
the Taliban militia and many Taliban
soldiers are recruited from the refugee camps in Pakistan. For a Hazara
refugee, life in the Pakistani refugee
camps can be as dangerous as life in
Afghanistan itself. For that reason, Ali
and Afzali decided to come to Australia directly.
Ali and Afzali held the firm conviction that the Australian government would help anyone who was
genuinely escaping persecution in his

outbreaks of fighting. In 1994, Ali and
his family moved to the northern city
of Mazar- i -Sharif, which was subject
to several battles as the Taliban tried
to wrest control of the city from General Rashid Dostrum. At the end of
the third battle the Taliban were victorious and murdered approximately
1000 citizens, many of them ethnic
Hazaras. Ali escaped death by hiring
a taxi and escaping from Mazar- i
-Sharif with his wife and children. “On
the way I saw about 400 to 500 dead
bodies lying on the ground,” he says.
These memories churned
around in his head as he sat, day
after day, sobbing by the wire fence
at Woomera. After seven and a half
months, Ali was released from the
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Female detainee at the
Woomera Detention Centre

detention centre and provided with
a bus ticket to Brisbane. The Department of Immigration and Multicultural Affairs decided that Ali was a
genuine refugee according to international legal guidelines for determining
refugee status.
Afzali had a similar experience.
He spent five months in Port Hedland detention centre, the first two
months in an isolation block, while
he was being interviewed by immigration officials. The time in isolation
was by far the worst, says Afzali. Magazines, newspapers, radio and television were all denied to him. He was
allowed outdoors for a maximum of
15 minutes per day. The rest of the
time he spent pacing up and down
the corridors, watching videos and
consoling fellow detainees. “One of
my friends was getting crazy,” says
Afzali. “He was always beating on the
ground, beating his head”.
Eventually, Afzali was transferred into the general detention area.
Life improved marginally but he still
had to endure hour-long queues at
mealtime and contemptuous behaviour from security officers. “Most of
the officers were very [verbally] abusive. I think the management of the
ACM [who run the detention centre]
or the Department of the Immigration never ask, never see and never
want to see what is going on inside the
detention centre,” says Afzali. He
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describes his treatment in Port Hedland detention centre as “another
kind of torture”.
After hours of extensive and
gruelling interviews by immigration
officers, Afzali was also deemed a
genuine refugee. But Ali and Afzali
have not been granted permanent
residency in Australia. Instead they
have been given three-year temporary protection visas (TPVs).
Australia had granted TPVs to
all successful refugee applicants in the
early 1990s but the policy was considered unworkable and over turned
before the expiry of the first visas
granted. However in October 1999
this temporary visa subclass was
reintroduced as a means of deterring
‘boat people’ coming predominantly
from the Middle East.
Recipients of TPVs, such as Ali
and Afzali, are not able to access
the full range of social security benefits and immigration services. They
are able to work but they are not
able to attend the free English lessons
available to other refugees so their
prospects of finding work are greatly
diminished. The TPV holder has no
family reunion rights so Ali and Afzali
will not be able to bring their wives
and children to join him in the next
three years. If they decide to go overseas during the three-year period they
will be denied reentry into Australia.
Refugee advocacy body, the Ref-

ugee Council of Australia, strongly
opposes the reintroduction of TPVs.
They believe that the policy is creating
two categories of refugees, with the
TPV holders missing out on many of
the rights and entitlements of other
refugees. “They will be left in limbo
for several years…This will have a significant impact on their long term
settlement prospects and their psychological health, particularly if they
are victims of torture and trauma,”
wrote the Council in a November
1999 position paper.
For Afzali, the worst aspect of
the TPV is that he is denied reentry
rights to Australia. He desperately
wants to travel to Pakistan or Iran so
that he can help his wife and children
escape from Afghanistan while they
wait to come to Australia. Meanwhile,
he can only contact them indirectly,
by sending letters via his brother in
Pakistan who organises for the letters to be taken into Afghanistan by
friends or acquaintances. The formal
mail system has been decimated by
the Taliban and the nearest telephone
exchange in 400 kilometres from his
wife’s home.
Afzali is anxious to repay the
debts he acquired paying off the
people smuggler and provide financial support to his wife and children.
He has recently been given a security
guard’s license and has started doing
casual shift work in a printing company. All his savings are sent back to
Afghanistan.
In September 2000, Ali travelled from Brisbane to Sydney, hoping
that he would be able to find work
in the larger city. He realises that at
the age of 63 and without any English
it will be difficult to find employment
but he is prepared to do anything.
He has dyed his white hair black and
shaved off his beard in an attempt
to make himself more appealing to
potential employers but so far, he
remains unemployed.
Ali is trying hard to make the
best of things in Sydney so that in 30
months he can apply for permanent
refugee status. Maybe then, he will
be able to reunite with his family: “I
don’t have any wish or any desire [for
the future] except to bring my family
to Australia. This is all that I want”. 

Fifty-two years after independence
Sri Lanka has yet to master the fine
art of nation building. Stuck in a war
of attrition for the past 18 years there
is still no foreseeable hope of peace.
Broken pledges, militarism and peace
plans that never saw the light of day,
have so far prevented a negotiated
settlement. But can Sri Lanka afford
an endless war? OLGA YOLDI writes.

And the Quest for Peace
Kumar was just 12 years old when
he smashed the head of a Muslim
baby against a wall during an attack
on a village. He later described how
he felt no remorse about killing the
child and then hacking to death the
mother. In fact he said they deserved
to die. The attack had been organised by the Liberation Tigers of Tamil
Eelam (LTTE), the armed Tamil opposition group fighting against the Sri
Lankan army for an independent state
called “Tamil Eelam.”
Such incidents have been all too
frequent during the violence and
counter-violence that have torn Sri
Lanka apart along ethnic lines for the
last 2 decades.
So far the conflict has cost more
than 60,000 lives, produced over one
million internally displaced people,
11,000 disappeared and 800,000

Tamil refugees and more than 20,000
permanently wounded are languishing in silence in many corners of the
country.
The war has contributed to the
ecological destruction and depopulation of the traditional Tamil homelands (northern and eastern areas)
and has made a pauper of the Sri
Lankan economy.
Last October the People’s Alliance led by Chandrika Kumaratunga,
won more seats in the parliamentary
elections than the United National
Party (UNP) opposition, but lost the
one-seat majority and now requires
the support of minority parties. Chandrika, who was forced to withdraw
her Devolution Bill from Parliament,
promised she would reintroduce it
again. However she is facing bitter
opposition from the Sinhalist major-

ity, particularly from the powerful
Buddhist clergy.
The Devolution Plan, which
caused a great deal of controversy,
was to give Tamil speaking areas of
the north and east more control over
their affairs. Unfortunately it was
never implemented because protests
by Buddhist monks forced the President to withdraw it from Parliament.
Tamil Tigers separatists’ leader
Velupillai Prabhakaran announced
that his group was finally ready for
unconditional peace talks with the Sri
Lankan government to end the conflict. In his annual Heroes’Day speech
last December, Prabhakaran called
on the government to create a climate of good will by ending its economic blockade of Tamil controlled
areas of Sri Lanka and scaling down
the war.
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But the government has not
responded, President Chandrika
Kumaratunga not only distrusts Prabhakaran but has rejected offers of
mediation made by Norway, Palestine
and Australia. “The government has
no interest in a cease-fire because only
when it was weak did the Tigers want
one.” Prime Minister Ratnasari Wickremanayake said. He was quoted by
the New York Times as saying that
the government planned to carry on
the war “until the enemy is totally
eliminated”.
In a polarised nation such as Sri
Lanka compromise and cooperation
are rare. The question is, how long
can they prolong an unwinnable war?
TWO NATIONS
ONE PEOPLE
Ceylon (the country bore its
name until 1972 when it became Sri
Lanka) once consisted of different
kingdoms. The island was inhabited
from time immemorial by two peoples who spoke different languages,
belonged to different faiths, had different cultures and lived in exclusive
areas.
According to Historian S. Pathmanathan, Tamils have lived in Sri
Lanka since pre historic times. They
originated from Dravidian South India
and crossed the island by foot before
it became separated from the mainland by the Ocean.
The Sinhalese, who constitute
a Buddhist majority (74%) describe
themselves as being of Indo Aryan
stock, who originated from northern India and regard themselves as
the legitimate people of Sri Lanka - a
belief that feeds a disastrous attitude
towards the Tamil minority and lies at
the heart of the conflict.
Tamils and Sinhalese once called
themselves communities now they
describe themselves as nations,
emphasizing their rival claims for
nationhood
Ceylon was occupied by the Portuguese, who arrived in 1505 in search
of cinnamon. Through a treaty with
the Kandian king they gained control
of most of the ports. From the late
1660s it was occupied by the Dutch.
The Portuguese and Dutch administered the Tamil and Sinhalese areas
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as separate entities, but the British,
who conquered the island in 1815,
fused them into one crown colony for
their own administrative convenience.
This resulted in the Tamils becoming
smaller in numbers compared with
the Sinhalese in the unified country.
As long as the British rule lasted,
Sinhalese and Tamils had reasons
to believe that they were equal.
The British used a system of communal representation. British governors
themselves nominated representatives from Tamil and Sinhalese elite
families to the Legislative Council
(introduced in 1833).
In the first decades of the 20th
century however, English educated
Sinhalese began to agitate for territorial representation, demanding that
members of the legislative council
be elected by their constituencies,
rather than nominated by British governors. But the sheer disparity in
numbers provided the Sinhalese with
the monopoly of power and Tamils
began to feel apprehensive about Sinhalese domination.
Tamil leader GG Ponnambalan
conducted a one man campaign to
protect Ceylon Tamil interests. He
pushed for a balanced territorial representation of 50-50, half of the seats
in the legislature and executive for the
minority communities (Tamil, Muslims, Indian Tamils and Burghers). He
did not succeed.
The problem was temporarily
resolved with the formation of the
Ceylon National Congress in 1919. It
was agreed that despite the introduction of the territorial principle, a communal ratio in representation would
be maintained in some form, assuring
the Tamils of their fair share in territorial constituencies in the area.
When independence was being
negotiated in 1946 the British did
make some provisions in the proposed constitution for the protection
of the minorities, and demanded that
the Sinhalese obtain the consent of
the Tamils for the complete transfer
of power to the people of Ceylon. It
was relying on these safeguards that
the Tamils accepted the unitary Constitution and agreed to Britain transferring power to a unified Ceylon.
Unfortunately no real constitutional

mechanism provided for Tamils to
share power at the centre as a matter
of right, and this fundamental flaw
would haunt Sri Lanka for years to
come.
In November 1945, D.S. Senanayake, the so-called architect of Sinhala
independence, leader of the State
Council told the Tamils: “I give the
minorities the sincere assurance that
no harm need you fear at our hands
in a free Sri Lanka. Do you want to be
governed from London, or do your
want, as Ceylonese, to help govern
Ceylon?” But his promises were never
to be fulfilled and Tamils soon found
themselves shifting from the centre
to the periphery of society.
KM de Silva writes in his book
The History of Sri Lanka: “The situation changed fundamentally when
instead of two majority communities
and the minorities, there was one
majority community- the Sinhalese,
the Tamils now regarding themselves
as a minority community.”
MAJORITY VERSUS
MINORITY
In 1948 Ceylon boasted the most
powerful economy in Asia after Japan.
Ana Pararajasingham in his book
Sri Lanka: One Island Two Nations,
writes: “the island certainly possessed
many of the attributes to evolve into
a successful modern state. It had the
highest literacy rate in the whole
of Asia, had enjoyed universal franchise since 1931 (longer than any of
the other colonies) and possessed a
healthy economy.” Now it squanders
20 per cent of its meagre income on
war, depends on economic aid for
its survival and most people struggle
against poverty.
The departure of the British was
amicable and uneventful, unlike the
horror of Indian independence, but
as soon as independence was gained
Prime Minister D.S. Sananayake disenfranchised one million Indian Tamils.
He then proceeded to enact the
Council Amendment Act, which
reduced Tamil representation in Parliament by nine seats. The ratio was
further reduced in the 1950s by state
aided settlement of Sinhalese peasants in traditional Tamil provinces, in
a deliberate attempt to change the

Civilians fleeing the Sri Lankan Army

ethnic composition of those areas.
The one calamitous decision that
led to ethnic tension was the Sinhalaonly Legislation of 1956. In the face of
a storm of protest from the Tamils,
the Sri Lankan Freedom Party under
the leadership of SWRD Bandarainake enacted the Sinhala-only Act,
making Sinhala the only official language in Ceylon. Sinhala replaced English as the country’s official language.
This made the entire Tamil population illiterate overnight and served to
keep the Tamils away from education
and professional employment.
The Sinhala-only Act had been
Bandaranaike’s election manifesto. As
soon as he was in power he wasted
no time in fulfilling his promises. “It
proved to be a potent vote catcher…
his victory sent a clear signal to the
Sinhala politicians that an anti-Tamil
stand was a powerful platform to win
votes,” Pararajasingham writes.
Tamils staged a campaign of civil
disobedience but their peaceful protests were crushed by military action,
resulting in hundreds killed and thousands escaping to the Tamil homelands.
In the face of so much opposition

Bandarainake sought to mitigate the
rigors of the Sinhala Only Act by signing a Pact with SJV Chelvanayakan,
Leader of the Tamil Party. The B-C
Pact provided for Regional Councils
with powers in agriculture, education
as well as the use of Tamil as the language of administration in the Northern and Eastern Provinces. But the
Pact was rejected by the mounting
Sinhalese opposition led by J.R. Jayawardene and by the fierce resistance
of Buddhist monks. As a result it was
finally abandoned. Bandarainake was
assassinated by a Buddhist monk two
years later.
District councils were presented
as a solution to the Tamil problem
and formed the basis of a new Pact
signed in 1965 between Prime Minister Dudley Senanayake (nephew of
the first Prime Minister) and Chelvanayakam. But once again mounting opposition by the Buddhist clergy
forced Senanayake to abort the Pact.
Buddhist monks have had a long history of opposing any proposals made
by the government to appease Tamil
Aspirations. “For Buddhist monks any
weakening of the central state is a
weakening of Buddhism in Sri Lanka”.

Dr Jehan Perera from the National
Peace Council of Sri Lanka said.
The rise of Tamil militancy took
a decisive turn in 1972 when Mrs
Sirimano Bandaranaike
(SWRD
Bandarainake’s widow and the world
first woman Prime Minister), leader
of the SLFP introduced the Two Systems of Standardisation of marks for
admission to university. Tamil students would need to score higher
grades than Sinhalese to gain university entry. This policy inflamed the
wrath of Tamil youth who by that
stage had become impatient with the
government’s policies.
1972 also saw the birth of a
new Constitution. Sri Lanka was proclaimed a Buddhist Republic. Buddhism was made the state religion and
the amendments proposed by the
Tamil members of parliament were
rejected, compelling them to walk
out of the Constituent Assembly.
Ethnic tensions were aggravated
when the Jaffna Public Library with
a collection of over 95,000 invaluable and unique Tamil manuscripts was
burnt down by the police. This was
the worst possible attack on Tamil
culture.
TRANSITIONS | AUTUMN 2001 | 9

In view of the increasing military
repression and marginalisation of the
Tamil community, Tamil political parties now under the banner of Tamil
United Liberation Front (TULF) committed themselves to the restoration
of a separate state of Tamil Eelam
based on the right of self determination inherent in every nation. This
was formally endorsed at the TULF’s
Convention in Vaddukoddai in 1976.
One year later the TULF secured the
highest number of seats ever in the
general elections of July 1977. Their
mandate was to establish Tamil Eelam
by peaceful means or otherwise, but
the road to Jaffna would prove long
and difficult because the same general elections had also returned to
power Junius Jayawardene, notorious
for his anti Tamil stands, with a huge
majority.
Open hostilities between the military and the Tamils began in July
1983 when 3,000 Tamils were murdered by Sinhalese, in retaliation for
the killing of 13 Sinhalese soldiers by
Tamil Tigers. Sinhalese mobs went
on a rampage burning, looting, killing
Tamils and destroying their properties, in one of the worst outbreaks of
violence in the history of Sri Lanka.
It later appeared that some government officers had been involved in
instigating the rioters. Thousands of
Tamils fled from Colombo to the
north. One hundred and sixty thousand people left Sri Lanka as refugees.
At least 139,000 of these crossed to
Tamil Nadu in South India, where
they remain until now.
To make matters worse the same
year Jayawardene decided to declare
Sri Lanka a unitary state with the
passing of the Sixth Amendment to
the Constitution, which made it an
offense to espouse the creation of
a separate state. This required Tamil
members of Parliament to take an
oath of allegiance to the unitary state
of Sri Lanka. But TULF MPs refused
to sign, quit Parliament and fled to
India.
The leadership vacuum left by
their departure was soon to be filled
by Velippillai Prabhakran and his Tamil
Liberation Tigers, who seized the
opportunity to establish his leadership in the Tamil areas. As A. Jeyarat10 | T R A N S I T I O N S | A U T U M N 2 0 0 1

nam Wilson writes “Parliamentarism
would soon be replaced by the gun
in the freedom struggle and moderates would soon be displaced by the
militant movement of Tamil youth.”
A low intensity conflict was to
develop into a full-blown civil war, a
war that neither side would manage
to win.
NOTHING BUT PROMISES
Writer Robert A. Heilein once
said that Politics was the most important invention of the human race,
because it is the only way to solve
disputes without killing people.
This has certainly not been the
case in Sri Lanka. Politics have repeatedly failed to bring an end to the
war. As the conflict escalated and
while the country was torn by violence, hundreds of public and secret
meetings took place between the
government and the LTTE or the
TULF. Researcher Rohan Gunaratne
observes that between July 1983 to
1987 the President must have held
at least 136 meetings. Throughout
the years all attempts to find peace
through accords, peace plans and
negotiations failed.
This was the case at the All Party
Conference in 1983 where the Tamils
first put forward their demand for
Provincial Councils that ended in a
fiasco.
The peace talks in the Himalayan
city of Thimpu in 1985 did not achieve
anything. “They ended with bitterness on both sides and mutual recrimination,” writes Jeyaratnam Wilson.
Tamils wanted three basic principles
to be accepted. That they were a
nation, the right to self-determination
and their right to equal citizenship.
The government refused to accept
these principles. The talks were abandoned when the Tamils received news
of an army massacre of Tamil civilians.
India offered its assistance as a
mediator to negotiate peace between
warring parties when the conflict
came to India’s doorstep after the
July 83 riots. India also feared that Sri
Lanka’s Trincomalee harbour would
become available to the US government as a naval base. The Indo-Lanka
Accord was drafted by Prime Minis-

ter Jayewardene and Rajiv Ghandi in
1987. It committed India to provide
military assistance to Sri Lanka for
the implementation of a number of
measures that would create peace,
such as the disarming of the LTTE;
the union of the Northern and Eastern provinces into a single administrative unit, with a provincial council;
the return of Sri Lankan military to
their barracks and the official use of
the Tamil language.
The Accord was signed amidst
severe opposition and violent protest. Tamils believed it to be an agreement between India and Sri Lanka,
aimed at securing Indian interests in
the region, having little to do with the
rights of Tamils. On the other hand
Sinhalese were not happy either as
they saw it as a potential threat to
the unity of the country.
The Indo Lanka Accord called
for the deployment of Indian Peace
Keeping Forces (IPKF). Eight thousand Indian troops moved into Sri
Lanka soon after the Accord was
announced. Initially they were welcomed by the Tamils but soon
resented their presence, particularly
when the IPKF launched an offensive
against LTTE bases in Jaffna and
attacked Tamil civilians. The IPKF
returned to India in 1991. The LTTE
occupied Jaffna and the Indo-Lanka
Agreement was never implemented.
Much hope was placed by the
Tamil community in the 1995 Peace
talks. This time between Chandrika
Kumaratunga and the LTTE. The
government offered a package that
became the basis for the negotiation, but there was little substance to
it and the LTTE gave up. Historian
John Powers said in a conference:
“In walking out of the negotiations
they [LTTE] showed the world that
they were unwilling to negotiate. Even
if the government was not offering
much it would have been better for
their public image to have stayed in
the negotiations. The Tamil leadership has become so radicalised that it
is very hard to imagine that they are
going to be able to agree to anything
that any Sri Lankan government can
propose.”

Velupillai Pirabakaran,
National Leader of Tamil Eelam

A MILITARY SOLUTION TO
A POLITICAL PROBLEM
Intransigence seems to be the
norm in Sri Lanka. The most uncompromising player in Sri Lanka is
believed to be Velupillai Prabhakaran,
who has a reputation of being ruthless and inflexible. “It was the plight
of the Tamil people that compelled
me to take up arms. I felt outraged
at the inhuman atrocities perpetrated
against an innocent people. I felt that
an armed struggle was the only alternative left to our people, not only
to ensure our survival but ultimately
to free ourselves from the Sinhala
oppression.” He said to a BBC journalist in 1986.
Prabhakaran believes that the
Tamil problem will never be resolved
through parliament: “The Tamil
people have been expressing their
grievances in Parliament for more
than three decades. Their voices went
unheard like cries in the wilderness.
In Sri Lanka there is no parliamentary democracy where our people
could effectively represent their aspirations. What passes as Parliament
is an authoritarian rule founded on
the tyranny of the majority. Parliamentary politics not only has failed
but it was through Parliament that
several discriminatory and oppressive
laws have been directed against the
Tamil people,” he added.
But the Tigers have systematically decimated the entire Tamil democratic leadership, accusing them of

being collaborationists and infiltrators. “The opportunistic politics of
the TULF is retarding the liberation
struggle. They have never taken any
concrete steps to further the struggle.
On the contrary they give false hopes,
create illusions, and try to keep our
people in perpetual bondage...They
never had any sincere intentions to
liberate our oppressed people nor
did they ever put forward any concrete programme of political action”
he said.
Ana Pararajasingham explains:
“Prabhakaran has been demonised
by the media constantly but he is very
committed to his cause. Most Tamils
support the LTTE quite strongly. The
types of leaders we have had in the
past were not strong enough, that
has been our problem.”
Prabhakaran now leads a band of
more than 5,000 indoctrinated and
committed guerrillas with a reputation of being the world’s deadliest.
Every soldier must swear an oath of
loyalty to Prabhakaran and must wear
a deadly suicide capsule around their
necks that will be swallowed if they
are caught by the military. A young
Tiger explains their philosophy: “The
thought of certain death is a great
trial, but to whom? Certainly not to
us because we are married to our
cyanide. Yes, our death lives with us.
It sleeps with us. We carry it in our
shirt pockets and around our necks.
This makes us clear headed and purposeful.”

Many sources said that the power
of the LTTE lies essentially in their
cause. The Tamil community perceives them as the only ones capable
of defending the Tamil cause, therefore, recruitment and mobilization,
especially after any heavy LTTE casualties, are massive. Tigers are recruited
from schools and villages. Most of
them belong to a generation that
have known nothing but war. They
have joined the LTTE because of their
direct experience of oppression. After
they die, their portraits join those of
other martyrs at the LTTE headquarters in the Wanni, the Tigers’ traditional forest stronghold.
Prabhakaran has kept the fight
going against a demoralised army for
nearly two decades in his quest for independent statehood. Lately however he
has announced that he would consider
other options. Prabhakaran explains
“Revolutionary Socialism is my political
philosophy. By philosophy I mean the
construction of an egalitarian society
where there is no class contradiction
and exploitation of man by man; a free,
rational society where human freedom
and rights are protected and progress
enhanced. Che Guevara is the guerrilla
leader that inspires me most”
Most commentators say that the
Tamil Diaspora is the only single
factor that sustains the LTTE in its
war. According to Parajasingham, the
Tigers secure huge amounts of arms
and ammunition from the Sri Lankan
army. “The money from the Tamil
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Diaspora goes to refugee rehabilitation projects, orphanages and things
like that. Tamils abroad simply don’t
have the financial power to sustain
an organisation such as the LTTE,” he
adds. Christopher Kremmer wrote
in his article ‘Fortunes still being
build on a war without end’: “Tigers’
income comes partly from a worldwide chain of businesses, including
shipping lines, travel agencies, shops
and money changers, augmented by
weapons and drug smuggling.”
The Indian Tamils’ support for
militancy diminished especially after
the assassination of Rajiv Gandi supposedly by a Tamil suicide bomber.
President Jayewardene sought
military assistance from many countries. “We are prepared to align ourselves with the devil of terrorism,” he
said. Around $US2 million per day is
being provided to the Sri Lankan government by the Aid Ceylon Consortium which consists of Britain, Canada,
France, Germany and Japan. The USA
has also helped Sri Lankan military in
counter terrorism, as well as China
and Pakistan. India no longer provides military assistance to Sri Lanka.
A WAR BEHIND CLOSED
DOORS
There are no television cameras
showing the world the atrocities being
committed in Sri Lanka. Unlike the
Bosnian and Kosovar conflicts that
were fully exposed to the world, in
Sri Lankan television cameras are not
showing the humanitarian crisis the
war creates, or the human rights violations it produces or the sheer suffering
experienced by civilians. Independent
press coverage of the war remains
difficult if not impossible.
Human rights violations have
been committed on both sides and
both sides have suffered as a result of
the war. According to Human Rights
Watch, discrimination against Tamil
civilians by members of the security
forces (attempting to root out the
LTTE) and large-scale arbitrary arrests
of Tamils, continues in many parts
of the country. In the north and
east residents have been subjected to
continuous harassment, routine beatings, torture, systematic rape of Tamil
women and public humiliation. There
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has been summary prosecution of
detainees and detainees being used
for forced labour by the army as well
as indiscriminate shelling and bombing
of civilians. This is increasingly complicated by the actions of Tamil paramilitary groups, often working alongside
the army as auxiliary forces, but sometimes at odds with them and with
each other.
The LTTE has also been responsible for gross human rights violations in
Jaffna and elsewhere, including indiscriminate killings of civilians during
attacks on checkpoints or army
patrols and summary executions of
suspected informants, for harassment
of other noncombatants and intimidation of political opponents.
The Tamil people have been subjected to enormous suffering as a consequence of the economic embargo,
fishing bans and the blockade on traffic imposed by the Sri Lankan army.
Tamil people continue to leave the
Jaffna peninsula where landholders
are taxed by LTTE and other groups
and cultivation is hampered by shelling
and strafing. Many fields have been
abandoned because of land mines.
But peace is sought desperately.
As Rev Dr SJ Emmanuel, Vicar General of the Diocese of Jaffna said
in1996 when he came to Australia:
“We want peace because we are
dying in war. We want peace because
we have lost all our dear and near
ones in this senseless war. We want
peace because war is suffocating us
into extinction. We want peace
because that alone is the natural space
for human life with dignity and self
respect.”
For years Sri Lankans have felt forgotten and abandoned by the world.
The reaction of the international community has been to treat the war
as an internal conflict, and to adopt
a policy of non-interference in Sri
Lankan affairs. It seems as if the international community had decided to
remove Sri Lanka from the international agenda and to relegate the
armed conflict to the status of a forgotten war.
Tamil Lawyer VP Lingajothy in his
book ‘Sri Lanka, The State against
the Tamils’ writes: “the world seems
to be preoccupied with countries that

conform to certain predefined criteria: Countries that are populated by
white Caucasians, that have valuable
natural resources, or have strategic
importance to larger world powers
and countries with major religious
influence”. Sri Lanka, according to
him, does not seem to fall into any of
these categories. Although it could be
argued that Sri Lanka is strategically
placed and that Trincomalee harbour
attracts interests from the American
Navy, the presence of naval base at
Diego Garcia in the Indian Ocean
has lessened the appeal of Trincomalee as a potential strategic military
port. According to Lingajothy, Western interests in Sri Lanka for the purpose of trade have little appeal as
there are other countries in the area
such as Singapore, Malaysia and India
which have a greater market potential than Sri Lanka.
This raises one major question: Will
there ever be peace in that island?
Last year the Sri Lankan government raised military spending by
US$358 million, taking the defense
budget up to one third of Sri Lankan
GDP. Although there is dissent over
the cost of war, a macabre war
dependency seems to have developed over the years. The army has
increased and become a powerful
player in Sri Lanka and even many
have been making good profits from
the war. Christopher Kremmer writes
“although illegal commissions are
believed to be paid on all big arms
deals and bribery lets military supplies
for the Tigers pass through Colombo
port, there has not been a single successful prosecution of a senior military officer for corruption.”
Even the major parties in Sri
Lanka continue to use the war not
only to increase their power but to
distract attention from the enormous
economic and social problems affecting the country and from their failure
to govern.
The paradox behind the tragedy
that Tamils face in Sri Lanka today is
that, more than a half century after
attaining self-rule, they are worse
off than under British colonialism!
The reason being that in the process
of leaving Sri Lanka, the British left

behind a colonial legacy of democracy which meant the ethnic majority
would always remain in power.
While the Chandrika Kumaratunga’s government cannot afford to continue this war endlessly she continues
to refuse offers of external mediation.
It seems that she will not solve the
conflict but will not allow anybody else
to help solve it. Her failure to obtain
the necessary two-thirds majority in
parliament for her devolution package was a lost opportunity.
The LTTE extended the cease-fire
once again. This presents an opportunity to start negotiations and reach
a settlement once and for all, but this
time in the presence of a third party.
The role of the international community is vital in the resolution of this
conflict. It would have to be a settlement that enforces compromises on
both sides and accommodates both
Tamils and Sinhalese within the framework of one nation, ore under a new
structure Only then can the government start to perfect the art of nation
building. 
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“One million people face
starvation in Afghanistan
because of the country’s
long running civil war and
devastating drought”
says UN Secretary General Koffi Annan.
Decades of war and factionalism have brought tremendous suffering
to the people of Afghanistan. After 21 years of war and two years
of drought, the most alarming fact is not the poverty gripping the
country or the half million people who have been forced to flee
their homes. It is the expectation that conditions are almost certain
to get worse in the next few months.
Witnessing at least one million people dying of starvation is a
dreadful scene. However, the scene can be very different if we all as
human beings provide a small contribution, which can save the lives
of many innocent people.
The Australian Afghan community would greatly appreciate your
support. Please do send your donations to:
A ustcare Afghan Project
Locked Bag 15
PO Camperdown NSW 1450
Or kindly call the donation line: 1800 244 450.
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Cambodia is a land of striking beauty and rich cultural heritage. It
also has a history so violent that it is unparalleled anywhere else in
southeast Asia. HELEN BASILI visits Cambodia and finds that these
contrasting factors have produced some remarkable individuals.
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It is the majestic temple of Angkor
Wat that first draws me to Cambodia. With its grand towers, expansive
moat, labyrinthine passageways and
stunning bas-reliefs, it is easy to see
how Angkor Wat earned its place as
one of the architectural wonders of
the world.
I imagine Angkor Wat has the
power to transport me to an ancient
world. In this world bejewelled kings
stroll in gilded palaces and command
fierce, proud warriors; greedy crocodiles lie in moats waiting to snap
up invading armies; beautiful courtesans strum harps; acrobats and musicians entertain the king’s subjects
with daring feats and catchy melodies; dignitaries are transported by
elephants adorned with flowers and
priceless silks; and temples are so
dazzling that they need to be maintained by flotillas of servants.
There is ample evidence of this
ancient world in Angkor Wat and the
many temples and palaces in the surrounding countryside. In the Cambodia of 1000 years ago people lived
as passionately as they ever have.
There were times of hardship, where
bloody wars were fought, and there
were times of plenty, with lavish feasts
and unspeakable debauchery.
But it is the plight of modern
Cambodia, which grips me and moves
me in a way that ancient Cambodia
can’t. Being in a nation that is coming
to terms with genocide, poverty and
decades of turmoil is confronting and
humbling. In modern Cambodia you
can expect to ride the crest of emotions you forgot you had.
It is in Siem Reap, the town
near Angkor Wat, that I begin to
learn about the impact of the Khmer
Rouge. You only need to walk down
the street to see that there are a lot
of young people and very few old
people. In fact, 50% of the population are 17 years or under. There is
also a grave imbalance between the
number of women and men in Cambodia, with women comprising about
53% of the population. This is the
lasting legacy of the Khmer Rouge.
In the four short years of their rule,
between 1975 and 1979, they managed to kill off virtually an entire gen-

eration. Three million Cambodians
died of torture, execution or starvation.
It is difficult to comprehend such
massive trauma and the effect it has
on a country. But as I begin to talk
with local people, I see how the
course of countless individual lives has
been altered. Almost every person I
speak with in their late 20’s and 30’s
has lost one or both parents to the
Khmer Rouge. The people who are
becoming the leaders of Cambodia
today are a generation of orphans I
realise.
Akira lives at the end of a bumpy
dirt road on the outskirts of Siem
Reap. He is not sure of his exact age
but estimates that he is about 27. At
the age of five, his parents were killed
by the Khmer Rouge and Akira was
forced to work in the fields. Soon
after, he was made a child soldier and
planted hundreds of land mines.
Akira’s childhood was spent on
the battlefield. He had no education,
no permanent home and no regular
meals. He witnessed horrific deaths
and injuries and even cannibalism,
when soldiers became so famished
they were forced to eat the bodies
of their dead companions. It wasn’t

themselves. He has taught himself
English, French and Japanese so that
he can discuss things personally with
the many tourists who pass through
his museum (about 50 per day). Akira
does not charge an entry fee to the
museum - his goal is to raise awareness not to make profits.
I encountered many other young
Cambodians who had conquered
massive grief and loss to make way
for remarkable, selfless achievements.
Sothy is 28 years old and also lives
on the outskirts of Siem Reap. The
Khmer Rouge killed his father and his
mother now lives in France, where
she was accepted as a refugee. Sothy
has no idea what his father looked
like as the Khmer Rouge considered
personal photographs decadent and
therefore all photos of his father were
destroyed. I asked Sothy if he had considered moving to France to be with
his mother. He seemed shocked by
the idea: “But how would I continue
to help my people?” he replied.
Seven years ago Sothy had a
dream - he wanted to establish a
free school for the children in a very
poor village outside Siem Reap. The
children would be given an opportunity to escape the fate of their par-

In modern Cambodia you can expect to ride the
crest of emotions you forgot you had.
until he grew older that he discovered
the concept of childhood and the fact
that some people actually have one.
Today Akira educates tourists
through the Land Mines Museum that
he has erected in his backyard. As an
adult, Akira has devoted himself to
the dangerous task of diffusing and
clearing many of the landmines scattered across Cambodia. He collects
these and displays the different varieties of land mines in his museum,
with handwritten signs and information photocopied from journals and
encyclopaedias. He also presents a
series of drawings, which illustrate
some of his experiences as a child
soldier.
Akira is obviously a man with
a gift for communication. He is not
content to let his displays speak for

ents, who scraped out an existence
through long hours of back breaking
farm work. Not only would the children not have to pay school fees,
as they do in government schools,
but their parents would be supported
financially to compensate them for
the fact that their children were not
farming alongside them.
A Japanese tourist visiting Siem
Reap, who was touched by Sothy’s
vision, provided initial funding to build
the school and employ teachers.
The school is now thriving. In
addition to the usual subjects, students are also taught traditional
Khmer song and dance. This provides
them with a source of income as the
school’s dance group is often asked
to perform in local tourist hotels and
restaurants. Many students who have
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passed through the school are now
enrolled in higher education courses
elsewhere. Sothy’s school continues
to provide them with the financial
assistance they need to complete their
courses.
The Japanese tourist has been
unable to provide ongoing funding
for the school so Sothy works tirelessly to maintain a constant stream
of funding from a variety of foreign
donors. He does this in addition to
the day to day administration and
management of the school.

vessel.
The five-hour journey feels like
ten but Phnom Penh is enough to
revive the weary and windblown
souls staggering off the boat. Cradled by the Tonle Sap and Bassac
rivers, the dusty city shimmers in
the heat. Bronzed temples shine on
almost every corner and monks walk
around under orange umbrellas, their
robes transformed into golden silk by
the afternoon sun. I travel in a flock
of tooting motor scooters, passing by
street vendors selling crushed sugar

Akira’s childhood was spent on the battlefield. He had no
education, no permanent home and no regular meals. He
witnessed horrific deaths and injuries and even
cannibalism, when soldiers became so famished they were
forced to eat the bodies of their dead companions.
After spending four days in Siem
Reap, I catch a boat to the capital city
of Phnom Penh. The sun is rising as
I reach the departure point at 6.45
am, bleary eyed from a night spent
watching the kickboxing. Along with
300 others, I squeeze my way onto
a boat resembling a submarine that
was designed to transport no more
than 100 people. The boats are purchased second hand from Malaysia
and Russia and the Australian Department of Foreign Affairs advises tourists not to travel on them, as they are
prone to sinking as well as the odd
pirate attack. I plonk myself on the
roof, hoping that this will be the safest
place to be if the boat sinks, and
brace myself for the journey ahead.
The boat travels up Lake Tonle
Sap, one of the largest inland lakes in
the world. At some points it feels like
being in the middle of the ocean, as
the lake is so wide that the shoreline
disappears from view. Along the way
we pass through a ‘floating village’
comprised of boats transformed into
family homes. A little girl sits in an
azure blue doorway nursing a duck.
A women squats on an outdoor platform washing her hair, another one
scrubbing pots. Inside a child swings
on a hammock and laughs at the
‘barangs’ (white people) cruising by.
Almost everyone stops what they
are doing and waves at the passing
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cane, slices of juicy pineapple, French
bread, green, red and white jelly cakes
and large, fuchsia-pink dragon fruit.
Occasionally I catch a whiff of raw
sewage or the overpowering scent of
durian.
By the time I find a cheap guesthouse my face is encrusted with dirt. I
have to wash myself twice to remove
all traces of the deeply embedded
grains. I throw my filthy backpack on
the floor of a tiny room with stained
walls and mustard-coloured polyester curtains and flick on the wall fan.
“Welcome to Phnom Penh,” I tell
myself.
That night I take a ‘moto’ (motor
scooter taxi) up Samdech Sothearos
Boulevard, past the Royal Palace and
onto Siswath Quay, running parallel
to Tonle Sap River. I pass a flurry of
street stalls, limbless beggars, young
couples, scruffy children, restaurants,
massage parlours, karaoke bars.
There is even a neon-lit amusement
park complete with ferris wheel,
merry-go-round and dodgem cars
and a glitzy casino for foreigners only.
Khmer pop music blasts out onto the
street through crackly speakers to a
backbeat of revving, tooting motos.
It is Thursday night and the town is
out in full force.
In Phnom Penh I continue to meet
Cambodians whose lives astound me.
At 27 years old, Mao is the execu-

tive director of the Association of the
Blind in Cambodia. But his achievements have come at an enormous
cost. Until he was 20, Mao worked
as a moto driver in Phnom Penh. It
was then that he became the victim
of a terrible robbery. A local gangster demanded that he hand over his
moto and, just to make sure that Mao
would never be able to identify him
to the police, threw a canister of acid
in his face.
The burns were so devastating
that Mao lost both his eyes and much
of his face. He spent a year in rehabilitation, undergoing intensive surgery.
Seven years later Mao is an accomplished braille reader, English speaker
and activist. He attends conferences in
Australia, Europe and most recently,
Japan, where he speaks on disability
issues. He is also studying languages
at university. Mao speaks enthusiastically about his travels in Australia,
describing the differences between
Sydney and Melbourne. I marvel at
how he has been able to absorb
and appreciate so much of the country through sound, smell, taste and
touch. Hearing Mao talk about Australia, I forget that he is blind.
I learn of a place called ‘Seeing
Hands’ in Phnom Penh which offers
an excellent shiatsu massage. ‘Seeing
Hands’ is a massage centre with a
difference: all the practitioners are
blind. I turn up for my massage and
am introduced to Sothy, who leads
me to a massage table covered with
crisp, white sheets. Before the massage even begins I start to feel relaxed.
Sothy’s voice is so gentle and soothing that I instantly feel at ease.
During the massage, Sothy tells
me his life story. He is 24 years old
and became blind at the age of two as
a result of a childhood illness. His parents sought medical attention for his
condition but all doctors and hospitals
had been obliterated by the Khmer
Rouge. The next 16 years were spent
in darkness: Sothy did not have an
education and he was housebound.
Six years ago Sothy was discovered by an organisation with a rehabilitation program that teaches blind
people anatomy, physiology, massage
techniques, braille and English. He

Right: Khmer Rouge victims prior to execution,
Tuoi Sleng museum Phnom Penh.
Below: Part of the Royal palace in Phnom Penh.

completed the program and has been
working as a masseur ever since.
Sothy is a great conversationalist. His
English is perfect and he impresses
me with his knowledge of European
culture and politics. It is tragic to think
that he was deprived of opportunities for so long.
An important part of my journey to Cambodia is a visit to the
former Khmer Rouge prison known
as S21. Seventeen thousand Cambodians passed through the gates of S21
during Khmer Rouge rule. Many of
them were tortured. All but seven
were executed 15 kilometres from
Phnom Penh at Choeung Ek, an area
that is better known as ‘the killing
fields’.
Walking inside S21, now known
as the Tuol Sleng Museum, is an eerie
experience. From the outside it looks
much more like a school, as it was
prior to Khmer Rouge rule, than a
torture centre. There are rows of
lush frangipani trees filled with twittering birds and neatly clipped lawns.
It is only when I walk inside that I
am swept with a sense of the horrors that have occurred here. Rusting beds with shackles are all that
remains in Building A, the area used
for interrogation and torture. The
torture implements themselves are
on display in Building C. There are
tanks for drowning victims, a machine
used to extract fingernails, electrocution equipment and a cage for scorpions used to inflict poisonous bites.
The Khmer Rouge meticulously
photographed all its victims and Building B contains room after room
of prisoners’ photographs taken
before execution. There are men
and women, old people and children,
even a few Europeans. No one was
exempt from Khmer Rouge brutality. The expressions on people’s faces
are heartbreaking. Even more heartbreaking is the knowledge that scores
of survivors have poured over these
walls, searching for missing relatives. I
imagine their cries of anguish as they
see a loved one’s face on the wall.

I also feel the presence of the thousands of people who have been tortured here and later executed. They
seem to be pleading with me, screaming out for me to take notice, to
never forget what I have seen here.
Later that day I visit the mass
graves at Choeung Ek. In the afternoon, I head back to central Phnom
Penh, stopping along the way at Tuol
Tom Pong market. A blood-splattered
boy crouches on the ground, slitting
chicken throats, draining the blood
into several dirty bowls and tossing
the corpses into a large bag. I go
back to my guesthouse, cover my
mouth with a plastic bag and heave
violently.
For the next four days I lie sick
in bed, the monotony only broken
by a dash to the toilet at the end of

the hall. When there is no sign of
improvement I haul myself to a doctor
who cheerfully announces “it’s probably just a mild dose of cholera” and
hands me some medication.
Cholera aside, I arrange a day
of motorbike riding out in the countryside. It is the perfect therapy. The
physical beauty of Cambodia somehow cushions the harsh reality of its
political, social and economic agony.
Jade-green fields of rice, pink waterlilies in ponds reflecting the blue sky
above, coconut palms, buffalo wallowing in the mud, simple villages of
wooden huts with thatched roofs and
finally, a hill top temple at sunset. I
stare out at the flat emerald fields
that surround me as far as the eye can
see and try to make sense of it all. 
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The Authentic Heroines
NOORIA MEHRABY reports on the plight of refugee women and
their struggle for survival.
Refugee women and their
dependent children account for 80
per cent of the world’s refugees. But
who are these women and what problems do they face? Refugee women
come from all corners of the globe.
Often they come alone, flooding the
substandard refugee camps set up
in neighbouring countries. Their husbands, sons and fathers have been
imprisoned, disappeared or killed in
battle leaving them to fend for themselves. At best these women face long
hours of menial employment and a
spartan roof over their head; at worst
they face rape, starvation, disease and
death. For the lucky ones, respite is
finally gleaned when they are granted
refugee status by Western countries.
But even then, the suffering of refugee women is far from over.
Between 1991 and 2001, 61,590
females have arrived in Australia under
the Refugee and Humanitarian program. This represents only 48 per cent
of the country’s total refugee intake
during that period. Of these women,
2,419 are have been admitted under
the ‘Women at Risk’ category.
WOMEN’S EXPERIENCE OF
TORTURE AND TRAUMA
Widespread violations are perpetrated against refugee women from
the political prisoners of Iran and Latin
America to civilians in the former
Yugoslavia and Afghanistan, where
half the population is kept behind the
veil (Purdah).
Refugee women are arrested,
abducted, imprisoned, persecuted,
tortured, raped, sexually abused and
sold for prostitution. They are often
stripped naked, given electrical shocks
on their vagina and breasts, burnt on
the nipples, hanged and tied from the
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breasts, and forced to witness torture
of other prisoners, especially torture
of close relatives. Other forms of
torture inflicted on refugee women
include exposure to extremes of hot
and cold temperature, food and light
deprivation, a prohibition on seeing
their own children, mock executions,
bashing with electrical cables and belts
and public stoning or beating.
The UNHCR estimates that 80%

around 30,000 to 50,000 women
were raped. Chilean women who
opposed Pinochet’s military regime
were repeatedly raped by government
officials and imprisoned until they
became pregnant and gave birth.
Women are also at risk of being
raped during the escape from their
country of origin. For example, hundreds of Vietnamese women were
raped by pirates as they fled their

For some women the threat of rape is so ominous that
they have committed suicide to avoid it.
of all refugee women experience rape
and sexual abuse, which are used
as weapons of war. In this context,
sexual assault and rape not only affect
individual survivors but also the family
and the community to which the
survivor is related. It is designed to
humiliate and destroy women targeted because of their ethnic, religious, racial, or political identity.
Eileen Pittaway discusses the
purpose of rape in her article ‘Refugee Women: The Unsung Heroes’:
“Women are raped to humiliate their
husbands and fathers, and for reasons of cultural genocide. They are
forced to trade sex for food for their
children. They are raped by the military, by border guards and by the UN
peacekeeping forces sent to protect
them. Rape and sexual abuse is the
most common form of systematized
torture used against women, and this
ranges from gang rape by groups of
soldiers, to rape by trained dogs and
the brutal mutilation of women’s genitalia.”
During the war in the former
Yugoslavia, mass rapes were perpetrated with alarming frequency:
between 1992-1995 it is estimated that

country in boats across the seas of
Thailand.
In refugee camps, single women
may experience sexual harassment
both from men who live locally and
from fellow refugees. In Dadaab refugee camp in Kenya and Lukole refugee
camp in Tanzania, women searching
for firewood on the camp outskirts
have been subjected to rape by local
bandits. In Pakistan, Afghan widows
are held in isolated areas controlled
by Afghan guerilla leaders and are
forced into arranged marriages with
guerilla fighters.
Despite a high incidence of sexual
assault and rape amongst refugee
women, the crime is often shrouded
in silence. Due to stigma, shame and
guilt associated with loss of virginity
or purity it is difficult for women
to reveal their horrific experiences.
This tendency is more pronounced in
some cultures, such as Middle Eastern cultures, where a woman’s virginity is a prized possession and sex
out of marriage is forbidden.
During the five years I worked as
a doctor in Afghan refugee camps in
Pakistan, none of my female patients
ever reported a sexual assault and

rape although there was much anecdotal evidence to suggest that such
events were occurring among the
camp population. Similarly, a study
held in Winnipeg, Canada, found that
over 94% of refugee sexual abuse
survivors did not disclose their experiences to their refugee workers.
For some women the threat of
rape is so ominous that they have
committed suicide to avoid it. For
instance, several women in the
Shamali district in North Afghanistan
killed themselves in a hot tanoor (a
clay oven) because they feared being
raped by Russian soldiers attacking
their village. Several other women
were killed by their male relatives
because they were in danger of being
raped by the invaders. They felt that
having a female relative who was
raped would bring a lifetime of shame
and wounded pride. Amnesty International also documented similar cases,
which had happened during the civilian war in Afghanistan.

A Chechnyan woman in a refugee camp

BEARING LOSS
Refugee women often experience the unnatural deaths of
numerous family members including
children, husband, and other male
supports such as fathers and brothers. They also experience loss of identity, homeland, property culture and
social status.
In Rwanda, 90% of the householders are women, due to death
or imprisonment of their husbands.
A study conducted in Afghanistan
found 84% of women reported one
or more family member killed in the
war. In another study conducted in
a Cambodian refugee camp in Thailand, 80% of women had lost more
than one child in the four years prior
to the survey. Research carried out
in Sudan in 1985 found that 34% of
women had lost one child in the past
four months.
Because husbands and other male
relatives have often been disappeared,
imprisoned or killed in battle, women
find themselves fleeing their country
of origin alone or without the protection of a male relative. This makes
them more vulnerable to rape and
banditry. They often face a long
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journey through treacherous terrain
where guerilla activity may be
present.
LIFE IN THE REFUGEE
CAMPS
Life in a refugee camp is not any
easier for women refugees as they
are still exposed to danger, starvation
and death. Refugee women may find
themselves the primary care giver of
their family, responsible for the care
of their children and the sick, disabled and elderly members of the
family. Their time is occupied with the
most basic tasks of survival: finding
food, medicine and shelter. Women
are often forced into low-skilled jobs
to feed their children. Their pay is
so low and conditions so tough that
prostitution becomes a more viable
option for some. There are limited
opportunities for training and education for women and their children in
the refugee camps.
Although some women are waiting for a peaceful repatriation when
hostilities in their country end, many
refugee women are hoping to obtain
asylum in a Western country. But
even the quest to obtain asylum
becomes problematic when the refugee camp is located in a country
where corruption is endemic. In Pakistan, for instance, it is extremely difficult for a woman to move freely in a
camp or in the residential area. This
makes it hard for them to access foreign embassies or the UNHCR office
to register their refugee status. (Cost
of transport, inability to speak the
local language and lack of childcare
are other barriers). Even if they are
lucky enough to reach those centres
they face corrupt officials who will
only process their claim in return for
bribes. For an empty-handed refugee
woman, money for bribes is impossible to procure. As a result many
women stay in refugee camps for
years, cut off from the world.
Eileen Pittaway describes women’s lives in refugee camps: “…They
wait in substandard situation divorced
from their culture and from all they
have known, watching their children
grow without the education training
and socialization necessary to equip
20 | T R A N S I T I O N S | A U T U M N 2 0 0 1

them to deal with the world. They
know that they are becoming deskilled as the world moves on, and
they do not move with it. Self-esteem
shrinks as the days pass.”
PHYSICAL HEALTH OF
REFUGEE WOMEN
Both in exile and in the war torn
country, refugee women’s physical
health deteriorates significantly. However, the extent of these problems
is different from camp to camp and
it is related to preexisting problems,
culture, religion and level of international support. Inadequate diet,
chronic malnutrition, chronic infectious diseases, repeated pregnancies
and unhealthy and poor hygienic environments are the cause of much ill
health in refugee women. Other factors involved in poor health include
overcrowded living conditions and a
lack of access to immunization, health
care facilities and education.
Women have less access to medical facilities in refugee camps than
men as most medical practitioners
in the camps are male and in many
Islamic cultures it is unacceptable for
a female to see a male doctor. Further barriers to medical care exist
in many war-torn countries. A study
of women who lived in the Afghan
capital, Kabul, prior to 1996 found
that 77% experienced poor access
to health care services there and an
additional 20% had no access. Eleven
per cent said curfews prevented them
from seeking medical care.
Women experience a high incidence of cervical cancer and sexually transmitted diseases due to
lack of screening facilities. In Afghanistan, infectious diseases are very high
among women, for example, 70% of
all tuberculosis cases are detected in
women.
Mortality and morbidity during
childbirth are common, both in refugee camps and in war-torn countries,
due to a dearth of professional assistance and proper hygienic practice at
delivery. For example, in Afghanistan
trained health workers attend only
9% of all deliveries and more than
90% of babies are delivered by relatives. The maternal mortality rate

is 1700 out of 100,000 live births
which is among the highest in the
world. The overall life expectancy of
Afghan women is 42, the lowest in
the world.
The death of a 20 year-old Afghan
refugee women in a camp in Peshawar, Pakistan, still disturbs my memories. She died of massive bleeding
on the way to a health clinic after
she gave birth to her first child in her
tent. She was just one out of hundreds of women that cannot even get
out of their houses to seek medical
assistance.
Many refugee women are fleeing
countries in the Middle East, South
East Asia and Africa, which practice
female genital mutilation (FGM). The
incidence of FGM varies from country to country but ranges from about
90% in Somalia, Djibouti and Sierra
Leone to around 30% in Senegal.
FGM is a traumatic procedure usually
performed without anaesthetic and
in unsanitary conditions. As a result,
many women who have experienced
FGM suffer lifelong health problems
such as repeated urinary tract infections, stones in the urethra and bladder, growth of scar tissue at the
site, cysts and chronic pelvic infection
resulting from obstructed menstrual
flow.
THE PSYCHOLOGICAL
IMPACT OF THE REFUGEE
EXPERIENCE
Refugee women can suffer from
a variety of psychological problems
ranging from minor anxiety and
depression to severe post traumatic
stress disorder (PTSD) and psychosis. In cases of rape and sexual assault
feelings of dirtiness, fear, flashbacks,
nightmares powerlessness, shame,
guilt, loss of confidence and selfesteem, depression and anxiety are
predominant. Furthermore many
rape survivors experience various
gynaecological problems such as menorrhagia (excessive menstruation),
dysmenorrhea (painful menstruation)
or amenorrhea (absence of menstruation), which stem from their feelings
of psychological distress.
Psychological problems among
women refugees are often somatised,

An Eritrean woman with her children
at a refugee camp

or expressed in the form of physical
problems, if it is culturally inappropriate to express emotion. This is the
case in many non-Western cultures
where psychological problems bear a
lot of stigma and sufferers may be
labelled ‘mad’.
Refugee women also experience
intense bereavement and grief over
the deaths of loved ones. This is exacerbated when numerous relatives and
friends have died, as is often the case
in war-torn countries.
In refugee camps the psychological problems of residents are often
under-estimated or ignored due to
more urgent physical health problems
and the basic tasks of survival.
SETTLING IN A NEW
COUNTRY
Women who are granted refugee status in a new country arrive
with the hope of putting together the
pieces of their scattered lives. Yet they
now face the daunting task of adapting to a new culture and society that
is very different to anything they have
ever known. Refugee women can find
themselves overwhelmed with a mul-

tiplicity of settlement problems such
as language difficulties, financial problems and a lack of knowledge about
public transport, housing, employment, the legal system, education and
other services.
While refugee men have greater

skill jobs to support their families.
Some refugee women become
the victims of domestic violence as
their husbands, who are also deeply
traumatised, are unable to control
their anger and subject their family to
violent outbursts. In many instances,

Women have less access to medical facilities in refugee
camps than men as most medical practitioners in the camps
are male and in many Islamic cultures it is unacceptable
for a female to see a male doctor.
opportunities to socialize and learn
the language of their new country,
refugee women are often left isolated
looking after their children and completing house duties. They lose the
traditional social support provided by
the extended family and social gatherings.
Continuation of war in their
homeland, destruction of their community, concern about scattered
family members and changes in the
structure of their family are other
challenges faced by refugee women.
Single mothers also carry the burden
of raising their children by themselves.
They may be forced to work in low-

this is not spoken about as women do
not know their rights and may come
from cultures where women are considered the property of their husband
and thus unable to complain. Refugee
women find themselves coping not
only with their own traumatic memories, but also the ongoing trauma of
their husbands’ violence.
Refugee women have special
needs and require specialized assistance that is provided by STARTTS
and other torture and trauma treatment services around Australia. In a
new country, the needs of refugee
women are best identified by a comprehensive assessment of their
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Refugee Women continued....
physical and psychological problems
and settlement difficulties. Supportive counselling in a safe and culturally
appropriate environment allows them
to explore the depth of their suffering and heal their wounds. Along with
practical assistance, such as housing
and employment-seeking skills, this
helps to give them the safety and
financial security they deserve.
Inspired by the strength of refugee women settling effectively in Australia, I believe they are not a burden
on the Australian society. Although,
they may look empty handed they
enrich Australia with their strength,
wealth of experiences, knowledge
and skills. Refugee women are the
battlers, the survivors, and the true
heroines of the war. 
Nooria Mehraby is a STARTTS’
bicultural counsellor for the Middle
Eastern communities.
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Atsufe Attise is nine
years old. She has
just been set free,
literally. In Ghana,
Western Africa, she
has been held
captive and sexually
abused by a group
of fetish priests.
This custom has a
long history but has
gained very little
international
attention. Reverend
Walter Pimpong
travelled to Australia
last year hoping
to change that.
He spoke to
TIMOTHY AYLIFFE.

A woman and one of her
children that she bore as a
slave to the fetish priest

Sex
SexSlaves
slaves to
to
gods
thethe
Gods
In 1990 the Ghana director of
International Needs, Reverend Walter
Pimpong, embarked on a crusade to
free more than 5,500 young girls and
women enslaved to fetish priests in
more than 60 shrines throughout his
country.
Superstitious tribal traditions have
forced these women into a life of
sexual depravity, frequent beatings
and hard labour at the hands of their
masters for centuries. These women
are known as ‘Trokosi’ slaves, which

means wife or slave of the Gods.
A decade has past, and Reverend
Pimpong and his team have overseen
the release of more than half of these
women and children, with almost 900
freed in early August this year. He
says that they must be patient in their
plight to free the ‘Trokosi’ girls, for
it’s not just a matter of walking in
and freeing those held in bondage - it
is a rehabilitation process.
A former Trokosi girl recounts
her experiences in the Shrine before

being released by Reverend Pimpong
and the work of International Needs.
“The Priest was a very old man, and
because I refused him sex, I was tied
to the bed and beaten by four other
men until I had bruises all over my
body. I was beaten throughout the
whole night. When I think of that day,
I feel like crying,” she says. Eventually
she gave in to the priest’s advances
in order to protect the innocence of
the younger slaves.
Hundreds of years ago, at the
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height of the slave trade, the Volta
River in Ghana was used as the
main conduit for the transportation
of Black slaves to the Americas. Over
a century has passed since this practice was abolished, and still a small
group of anti-slavery activists fight for
the freedom of thousands of young
girls and women enslaved in rural
Ghana.
Villages in the Southern portion
of the Volta have been saturated
with a fear of the ‘Demon Gods,’
due to the superstitious tribal beliefs
of the ‘Awe,’ (pronounced ay-vay.)
Thousands of young virgins are being
forced into a life of sexual servitude
and physical bondage to atone for the
sins of their male ancestors.
Petty theft, adultery, and more
serious cases of murder result, not in
the punishment of the perpetrator,
but an offering of a female relative
to a life of slavery. This is an endless
process where girls continue to pay
for the same sins over and over again.
If they manage to escape from the
fetish priests, Reverend Pimpong says,
their families will bring them straight
back in fear of the demon gods.
“There is a stigma, and they don’t
want to change,” Reverend Pimpong
says. If they try to escape, families
“see the girls as turning their backs
on them because they were sent in
there to atone for the offences of
their entire family in the community.
So if they decide not to stay in the
shrine, it literally means that they
don’t want to help their family, that
they are disrespecting them.”
Reverend Pimpong estimates
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there to be still more than 2500 slaves
in Ghana seeking freedom. He says
that freeing the women has been a
delicate and lengthy process, as it was
not just a matter of moving in and
telling the people that their religion
was wrong.
“For any change to take place I
thought that it should not be a forced
change. I established a relationship
with a particular tribe,” Reverend
Pimpong explains of his initial interactions with the villages.
“The Priests had to trust us, so
that they did not feel threatened by
virtue of what we were doing. So we
(directed) our project in a way that
it would benefit them. It has actually
taken us 10 years to get where we
are. The initial project was a voca-

nations. In Togo, Benin and Nigeria,
girls enter the Shrine from as young
as three years of age, where it is not
long before they are beaten, raped,
and forced to bear children when old
enough, yet still children themselves.
Each Trokosi girl has an average
of four offspring fathered by the fetish
priests in Ghana. The girls must raise
their children without the support of
the priests while still slaves. On their
release from the shrine, the ‘Trokosi’
women are forced into poverty, and
to raise their children alone.
The rehabilitation of former
slaves saw the introduction of the
‘micro-credit scheme,’ similar to the
‘Grameen Bank’ (meaning ‘village
bank’) begun by Muhammad Yunus
in Bangladesh in 1983. This involved

Thousands of young virgins are being forced into a
life of sexual servitude and physical bondage to atone for
the sins of their male ancesters.
tional training school that was funded
by International Needs,” he says.
Reverand Pimpong maintains the
school is important in the rehabilitation process. In seeking to educate
the slaves, the women are also taught
methods of mat weaving, farming,
pottery and other forms of production serving to prepare them for an
emancipated life.
Even though the number of slaves
in Ghana has halved in recent years,
there remain more than 30,000
women and children enslaved in similar shrines throughout West African

“Small amounts of money being disbanded to the needy people on the
ground that they pay back,” Reverend Pimpong explains.
The money lent to the liberated
slaves is usually only a few dollars, and
because of this, banks were not interested. The initial grant to begin this
program was provided by the New
Zealand government, with more than
$72,000 in support also coming from
Australia.
International Needs is a Christian
organisation working to aid minorities
in need all over the world. Despite its

Pictured left: Rev Walter Pimpong.
Below: Bosem - is a fetish priest
who agreed to release his slaves.
Right: A funeral ceremony for a
man who committed his village
and shrines to releasing the slave
women in response to the work of
Walter Pimpong.
Far right: A woman and one of her
children that she bore as a slave to
the fetish priest.

religious motivations, Reverend Pimpong attests that International Needs’
intentions in Ghana are not imperial,
he claims that they’re primarily concerned with the stamping out of a
primitive and inhuman practice.
“I have to be careful in packaging,” he says. “Christianity is definitely my motivation for doing what I
am doing, but when we release (the
girls) from the shrines, if some of
them don’t want to be Christians, we
would not force them to be.”
The organisation’s work in Ghana
was honoured at the 11th Annual
Reebok Human Rights Awards held
at Columbia University, New York
City, in March 1999. Reverend Pimpong accompanied former ‘Trokosi’
girl, Julie Dogbadzi, to the ceremony
where she was presented with a
cheque for $25,000 US on behalf of
all the liberated slaves in her country.
Work to end this primitive practice has not come without considerable sacrifice and strain on the personal
life of Ghana’s International Needs
director. Reverend Pimpong and his
family are under constant threat of
physical and spiritual attack, where
masses of ‘cult’ supporters and practitioners continue to band together
and pray against them by name.
Earlier this year, a united front
claiming to represent traditional Afri-

can ‘religion’ began a campaign seeking to misinform Ghanaians about the
work of International Needs in the
form of a series of articles published
by daily newspapers - the organisation
chose not to respond to the lies.
Gross over spending, mismanagement and corruption within the Ghanaian government prior to 1982, has
driven a once prosperous country
into a state of poverty. The government’s failure to support the work of

This is, in part, what Reverend
Pimpong has been forced to do in
many cases. He says that in most
instances, a gift of a ‘cow’ often
accompanied by a small amount of
money is needed to compensate the
priests’ loss when a slave is freed. He
says that, while International Needs
does not put a price on slavery, the
average cost of a ‘Trokosi’ girls freedom is about $250.
Last year, Reverend Pimpong com-

Freeing the women has been a delicate and lengthy
process, as it was not just a matter of moving in and telling
the people that their religion was wrong.
International Needs comes as no surprise to Amnesty International refugee case-worker John Clugston, who
says that government intervention in
such cases is rare, and often too late.
“Western Governments allowed
the genocide in the Great Lakes region
without taking any action until it was
too late in Rwanda and Burundi,” he
says.
Clugston maintains that slavery
is still an international issue, long
ignored. “I think Africa is the biggest
problem there,” he says. “I know
in places like the Sudan some nongovernment organisations have been
involved in purchasing slaves in order
to free them.”

pleted a tour of Australia and New
Zealand in an attempt to raise awareness for the existence of slavery in
Ghana, and to accumulate more support for the ‘Trokosi’ girls’ freedom.
Atsufe Attise has just been
released from the Tsaduma shrine
and a life of physical bondage. She
now goes to an International Needs
school in Ghana and, in the future,
she would like to be a teacher.
Atsufe is nine years old, and her
life has just begun. 
Timothy Ayliffe is a freelance journalist.
This article was f irst published in the
Reportage Online.
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South African Activist looks
to the future

Dr Barney Pityana, Chairman of the South African Human Rights Commission
came to Australia last December to speak about reconciliation and human rights
at the Diversity Conference, organised by the University of Technology. Dr Pityana, a human rights lawyer and Protestant priest spoke to OLGA YOLDI about
the new South Africa and his hopes for the future.
The Truth and Reconciliation
Commission (TRC) brought
about a great deal of controversy. Some say that it was an
interesting experiment but failed
to bring much needed justice.
Was it a question of resources
or commitment?
That comment does not strike
me as being fair. The TRC began with
a budget of $50 million, the question
is, was the money used adequately? I
believe the process was fair because
people could still take the commission to court. Certainly in parts it
was very legalistic, therefore it may
have put a number of people from
participating, and in being so legalistic
it might have been very protective.
But I can assure you, it was a good
and fair process.
Don’t you think it helped to
open wounds and left the perpetrators run free?
When people were participating
in the TRC they knew very well what
to expect, they knew they would
have an opportunity to speak. The
TRC’s intention was to give dignity,
to give a voice to those who suffered,
to those voices that had been suppressed for very long. That idea was
accomplished.
That included also the perpetrators, the idea was to give them a
voice so that they would say what
they actually did and to unburden
themselves. It is believed that in the
process of unburdening people can
regain their humanity and be reconciled with themselves and with those
they hurt.
The TRC was a process, a mechanism for people to express themselves to tell their story. What sort
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of compensation and recognition the
victims should have received, that is
a separate question. Not everybody
that has been through the TRC has
the same need for compensation.
People and their experiences were
different. There are people who suffered but did not want to go to the
TRC. Others suffered as a result of
what happened to their loved ones
and went to the TRC for recognition.
The TRC did have the role to
advise for a process of compensation
and reparation and that did happen.
The issue is if that has happened in a
satisfactory way and that is where the
controversy is. People who went to
the TRC with the intention of obtaining
compensation have not received it.
In terms of prosecution anyone who
went through the TRC received
amnesty and therefore became
immune from prosecution. Those
who did not go through the TRC are
liable for prosecution. But important
questions need to be raised: should
this be a priority to pursue the perpetrators at enormous cost and at
a time when South Africa has to
grapple with enormous problems of
crime and violence? The director of
public prosecutions has set up a unit
for prosecutions that need to be
investigated. It means that enormous
resources will have to be put towards
investigations.
The director of public prosecutions has not ruled out prosecutions
where there is evidence. It will not
be easy to prosecute these people
because there will be a need for
resources, there will be a need for
willingness of people to come forward. Many of these people may not
be willing to come forward. These
things happened long ago and the

reliability of witnesses may be questioned. My feeling is one can spend
a lifetime pursuing prosecutions and
you loose the big picture.
What is the big picture?
I believe we should be developing South Africa, making it the kind
of country many of us struggled for.
We have done the TRC. I believe that
the efforts made to give voice, recognition and reparation were important
but we shouldn’t live the rest of our
lives under the shadow of the past.
Is it possible to look at the
future without having come to
terms with the past? How do
you see South Africa’s future?
It is imperative we look at the future,
we cannot be looking at the past. We
have to engage in meaningful re conciliation in South Africa today. We
need to understand what happened
in the past so that we don’t allow it
to happen again.
We have reconciliation laws in
place to protect human rights. We
are in the process of constructing
a future, a new South African society and that is what we should be
devoted to. For that purpose we need
to challenge the mindsets. We have
to help build South Africa investing
in the relationships we want to have.
This is not about sentimentality but
about how we make hard decisions
about resources, about the economy,
about creating employment, about
dealing with continuous deep-seated
racism in society. It is about constructing a more fair, just and equal society. That does indeed require some
hard decisions particularly about the
economy.

What initiatives has the government taken to create
employment?
There have been some initiatives.
Whether they have succeeded that
is another question. The economy is
not producing the level of jobs that
are needed, neither is globalisation
nor micro economic policies. There
is a growth rate of three per cent
of the economy. It has been consistent since 1995 but what we need is a
growth rate of six per cent in order
to impact on the figures of unemployment. Even though there has been a
minimum growth rate it hasn’t created jobs. Not even a three per cent
increase in employment. Growth in
the economy -capital, stock, shares-,
those sorts of things don’t necessarily
produce jobs, which is rather unfortunate. It is difficult to escape the
trends of the global economy and the
global economy benefits those that
are in power and not others. Wealth
is still in the hands of very few in
South Africa, that has not changed
that much.
The critical thing for me is not
the redistribution of wealth but the
provision of resources to people.
It is more important for a government to provide better services and
get people out of the poverty cycle.
There have been attempts to do so
through polices and principles, but for
that purpose it is necessary to shift
resources and there is a lot of resistance to do so. On the other hand it
has to be done in a way that does not
destabilise the economy, that is an
enormous challenge for us in South
Africa where there has already been
capital flight as a result.
Did Mandela achieve real
change?
Mandela has been very important in the evolution of South Africa.
He was the father of the new South
Africa, and gave the new South Africa
a confident start by his presence and
his symbolism.
It is going to take a long time to
achieve change but the government is
determined to bring up change. That
is happening. Mandela at the time
articulated that very clearly and it has
been carried forward under the new
government.

When Mandela came to power
there was absolutely nothing. There
was just an apartheid regime. The
total reconstruction of the country
was a very painful process, ensuring
that the government was united,
restructuring the civil services.
Because there was nothing they had
to draft new policies just about every
walk of life. It was a frantic time. A
lot of work was done in restructuring all aspects of government and the
agenda for two terms was to consolidate and ensure delivery. There was
much development carried out, the
housing projects for instance were
very ambitious. But the need for
housing is still there.
What was it like growing up in
an apartheid system?
At the time I was growing up
schools were very disadvantaged. We
lived in homes without basic facilities, one couldn’t take anything for
granted. We always made do with
what we could. What I resented the
most was the police repression more
than the material things that were
lacking, as well as the lack of movement, the constant restriction. You
had to carry a pass otherwise you
were subjected to arrest. There are
things that one remembers that
always stay with you, forever.
To what extent has the
government delivered?
South Africans wanted a better
life, they believed their lives would
improve with the ANC government,
for many people it did. We shouldn’t
underestimate the level of change,
people have now access to health
care, water, electricity, homes. There
are things that haven’t changed like
unemployment for instance, poverty
remains a problem but there has been
change. A small minority became
rich.
Education policies have also
improved. There was an attempt to
improve education in disadvantaged
areas. However education still remain
an enormous problem. Inequality
hasn’t been wiped out from the education system, this is an area of concern. The health system is also of
enormous concern. In terms of development, there are some government

programs intended to encourage individual
initiatives for capital or emerging entrepreneurs but people in South Africa aren’t entrepreneurial. For some reason it doesn’t come
naturally to them, they are slow in benefiting
from those resources.
Is the Human Rights Commission
very active in South Africa today?
Very active and as usual under resourced.
Many human right violations are still being
committed. Racism, torture, these things
are still happening as we speak. We get at
least 200 complaints a day and last year
we received 10,000 cases. Twenty per cent
of those reach the final stages, many are
rejected or not investigated further. It is
simply not possible to eradicate evil from a
society that has inherited the legacy of apartheid. It will take a longtime. Societies are not
transformed overnight.
Do you think that crime is one of the
most difficult challenges confronting
South African society?
Crime is a worrying problem. There is a
belief that crime has recently increased, but
the thing is with the previous system you just
didn’t know what levels of crime there were
or what constituted a crime against apartheid
or an ordinary crime. It is now clearer. The
police need to be retrained urgently. In the
past the whole policing structure was around
apartheid and there is an enormous need for
re-education, for changing the culture of the
police force in South Africa. There are worrying levels of crime. Our challenge is integrating the police force in the new society, to
the new changes in order to get a competent
police force.
Do you see much difference between
generations in the way they perceive
South African society?
Young people in South Africa are not
preoccupied and burdened by the past. They
are very aware of race relations, of the history of apartheid but they don’t live in the
shadows of the past. Young people are getting on with their lives, which is very good. I
see it all the time. I see the new generation
as being very different. Young people of different races don’t mix and there is still a
long way to go in terms of eradicating racism
and improving race relations but the future
generations in South Africa will grow up as
free men and women. Freedom is the most
important thing in life. There is a lot happening in South Africa and a lot more that needs
to happen unfortunately. 
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The Health of Temporary
Protection Visa holders

Director of the NSW Refugee Health Service,DR MITCHELL SMITH, reports
on the health issues facing refugees on Temporary Protection Visas.
‘Khaled’ sits disconsolately in
front of me, describing how he was
the first asylum seeker arriving in
NSW to be given a Temporary Protection Visa (TPV). A wry smile
crosses his face when he refers to
his “luck”: but for the stroke of a
pen changing policy, or arrival a few
days earlier, he would now be a permanent resident here, like those refugees coming before him. Instead,
doubts linger about being returned
to Iraq and to the threat of lifetime
imprisonment, beatings, and perhaps
worse.
‘Khaled’ is lucky in one way in that
he is in reasonably good health. Some
of his colleagues are not so lucky.
TPV holders have the same cross-section of health problems as others of
refugee-like background. Psychological distress is common, sometimes
with significant impacts on daily functioning. A mix of poor nutrition,
lack of dental hygiene, limited oral
health care and physical trauma frequently contribute to severe dental
disease. The management of chronic
conditions such as diabetes has often

mandatory detention and assessment
of their claim for refugee status. A
number of key agencies and researchers have expressed the view that
detention is likely to be detrimental
to the health of already traumatised
people, particularly if prolonged(see
reference notes 1 to 3). Additionally,
fear of being returned to the country they’ve fled whilst awaiting the
refugee determination process may
also be psychologically damaging to
asylum seekers.
So what do we know after the
first 12 months of working with
“TPVs” (or “785’s”, the DIMA visa
category) as they’re now known?
Some of the following has been
gleaned from service providers in
NSW (where there are now around
1,000 TPV holders residing). In addition the Refugee Council of Australia
has recently documented health and
other issues for TPVs from workers
around the country.
Firstly, there are some positives,
although qualified. Under revised regulations, full Medicare eligibility is now
automatic for holders of a 785 visa.

Those I have seen sit in their chairs and weep at
the thought of their wives (most TPV holders are men)
and children that they have left behind.
been interrupted. Those who have
endured overcrowded and unhygienic
conditions whilst fleeing may have
been exposed to tuberculosis (TB)
and other infectious diseases. TB in
particular can lie dormant and undetected for many years, only to cause
illness and a risk of infection for
others much later.
One additional factor for TPV
holders is that by definition they
have been through the processes of
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However, delays of six weeks or more
have been experienced because applications had to go through State Head
Offices of Medicare rather than being
processed at the local branch. This
situation appears to be improving at
the time of writing this article.
Other problems have arisen from
the practice of Medicare cards being
issued for a three month period only;
each re-issue of a card has meant an
unnecessary period without access

to health services. The cards are
also blue in colour and are stamped
“interim”. Both features are likely
to cause confusion to administrative
staff on the ground in health services
with subsequent delays in, or denial
of, access to care.
The second positive feature in
terms of health care is ability to
access the Early Intervention Programs which exists in almost all states
and territories, funded by DIMA and
run by the local torture & trauma
services. This at least provides an
opportunity for an overview of major
psychological and other health problems, for which assistance can be
sought. Unfortunately though, where
there are more fundamental issues
affecting well being such as inadequate housing, limited income support and poor English language skills,
the referral options to assist with
these are very few. This is due to
government restrictions on the level
of services that can be provided to
these temporary residents.
And the negatives? Apart from
the issues alluded to above, certain
pervasive features of the temporary
protection regulations are likely to be
detrimental to the psychological well
being of those affected. In particular, the uncertainty of outcome at the
end of three years, and the inability
to have any family join them in Australia, are mentioned again and again
by those working with TPV holders.
Those I have seen sit in their chairs
weep at the thought of their wives
(most TPV holders are men) and
children that they have left behind.
They are without any real prospect
of seeing them for three years or
more. They feel sorrow, loss, guilt,
fear. Difficulties that TPV holders

may have with anxiety, sleep disturbance and the like resulting from refugee trauma, may well be exacerbated
by their worries about their family
and their own future. Even if not
made worse, these and other psychological symptoms are unlikely to
resolve under such ongoing tension.
Some workers have described evidence of inadequate levels of health
care provided in the detention centres, and problems caused by the lack
of medical records relating to care
given there (see reference 4). Concerns about the level of medical and
dental care in our detention centres
have certainly been raised before (see
reference 2) . One problem appears
to be inadequate communication
between administration in the centres and health staff on site: in some
centres the latter are not informed

whereby those infected may not test
positive for three months, or (rarely)
even longer. In a sub-group of the
population that may normally be
regarded as low risk (given their countries of origin and usual mores) and
who are known to have had an HIV
test on entry, this diagnosis could be
easily overlooked in the future.
To finish, another case, ‘Mudaliyar’ from Sri Lanka. He was referred
to me by STARTTS for help with
a number of physical health problems. All of these related to his mistreatment over many long years by
those accusing him of political activities. He’d suffered multiple arrests
and beatings; torture - (physical, psychological, and sexual); injuries to his
limbs, teeth, skin, joints, and other
body parts. Never have I listened
to a more horrendous depiction of

Certain pervasive features of the temporary protection
regulations are likely to be detrimental to the psychological
well being of those affected.
when detainees are to be released,
and have no way of arranging medical
follow-up.
The high level of dental and gum
disease seen by myself and others
reflects the poor oral health of refugees in general. Private dental care
is out of the question for most due
to the cost. Access to public dental
services in most states is problematic
in terms of waiting times, although
in some states and territories there
are systems to facilitate early dental
health assessment and treatment for
refugees. Those without access to
appropriate care are at risk of ongoing
discomfort, difficulties with eating and
speech, and other complications.
Another phenomenon, reported
anecdotally thus far, is that some
men arriving by boat having transited
in Indonesia or elsewhere have put
themselves at risk of sexually transmitted diseases in those countries.
Whilst some of these conditions are
easily treated, others may lie dormant - including HIV infection. And
although testing is compulsory as part
of the immigration process, there
is a window period after exposure

what one human being can do to
another. He endured that and survived. He endured clandestine travel
to get here, then months in detention, and the fear of being sent back.
Then, finally, release to freedom but
not really: his wife and young child
still in Sri Lanka, still at risk. And his
own future still uncertain. The tears
filling his eyes said it all. 
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Finding Your

VOICE

Vicarious traumatisation is often an issue
for professionals working with torture and
trauma survivors. STARTTS’ staff working
with Kosovar refugees as part of Operation
Safe Haven last year were constantly
exposed to immense personal tragedies
and the rawest human emotions.
ALLAN TEGG reports on the writing
workshops he held for these staff members,
helping them make sense of their experiences
and keeping their own symptoms of vicarous
traumatisation at bay.
I cry, unable to stop. No one hears.
My pillow - wet on my face. The thumping in my ears. Sleep. I wake. Sobbing.
Sweating. Images flash before me. The
soldiers. The dogs. Guns. Bodies. Blood.
The above paragraph begins a
story by Holly Byron, Psychologist
and Counsellor. Holly wrote the
story during a writing workshop for
STARTTS’ staff who had been
involved with the Operation Safe
Haven project. The project brought
Kosovar and East Timorees refugees
to Australia for short term stays
during the conflicts in their respective countries.
“The writing workshops were
the best debriefing I’ve ever experienced,” says Peter Davis, Team Leader
of the STARTTS Counselling Services during the Safe Haven project.
“The workshop really helped my psychological well being. It helped me
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understand the intensity of the whole
experience.”
The workshops evolved out of
the fortnightly debriefing sessions that
Rise Becker, a Clinical Psychologist
working with STARTTS, was providing for the Safe Haven workers. “The
experience in the Safe Haven was
so difficult and confusing that those
involved wanted something concrete,
something they could hold onto. The
idea for the writing workshop came
out of these meetings,” Becker says.
A series of three writing workshops
were then set up for these workers.
“We thought it might be a novel
way of addressing secondary traumatisation,” Becker says. She explains
that secondary, or vicarious, traumatisation is often experienced by helpers as they work with people who
have been through horrific events:
“The work can leave the practitioner

feeling confused and hopeless.”
There is no doubt that STARTTS’
staff were deeply affected by their
experience of working with the refugees. Holly Byron’s story, written
from the perspective of a young
Kosova girl, recounts the girl’s experience of being trapped in the toilet
of the QANTAS plane on the way to
Australia and the therapeutic assistance she received from Byron. The
girl, suffering from post traumatic
stress disorder, relived the horrors of
Kosovo as the QANTAS staff tried to
free her.
A strange man is there. He’s not
my father! He’s a Serb [soldier]. The soldiers have got me. Run. Hide. Live. Survive. I can’t get out. I can’t move back.
Trapped in that tiny toilet. I struggle with
the man. He slaps my face. I tear at his
arm as I desperately try to run to safety.
He grabs at my sweat shirt. I duck down

the aisle. But there is no peace to be
found. A sea of hands try to grab me.
New writers often have a strong
inner censor which inhibit their
efforts. The workshop consisted of
a number of exercises designed to
help the participants to write freely.
Invariably the participants were surprised by the power of the images
they developed.
This discovery not only increased
their confidence as writers, but also
helped with the debriefing. As Peter
Davis puts it, “[When you’re writing] you have a time to reflect uninterrupted. Then when the stories
are read to the group, people are
touched and moved. It helps to heal
people as they relate what they have
gone through.”
Davis says that the structure of
reflective time when writing followed
by reading one’s work to the group

is particularly good for people who
find it difficult to speak in groups. He
is correct. When someone is reading
their story no one interrupts.
Byron helped her little patient
by letting her symbolically wreck the
toilet she had been trapped in.
Can I?” Disbelief rings in my ears
as Holly suggests that I jump on the
box. Destroy the toilet. She reassures
me and I leap, kick and rip it apart.
We destroy that toilet…Holly encourages
me, “That’s the way. You can do it.
You’re safe here with me.” I pound the
box. Pleasure and pain flash across my
face.
I first met the participants in a
pre-workshop interview at East Hills,
the site of Operation Safe Haven
in New South wales. They told me
they would not be able to write
because there were so many stories
they wouldn’t know where to start.

In a sense they were overwhelmed
by their experiences. The workshop
helped them to tell one story at a
time; to look at this story in detail
and begin to understand its affect on
them. They then started to gain some
control over their experiences and
their stories.
Jasmina Bajraktarevic-Haywood,
Community Services Co-ordinator at
STARTTS, also attended the workshops. She uses narrative therapy
techniques in her counselling work
and says the workshops had a narrative therapy feel to them. “People
focus on stressing events,” says Bajraktarevic. “But it is important that
people see this as only one chapter
of the story, not the whole book.”
Bajraktarevic’s thoughts apply to
the STARTTS’ personnel. As the stories were written and read there was
a greater ownership of what had
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been achieved, along with an airing
of the pain and frustration they had
suffered.
“I would love to see this method
used a lot more in our profession,”
says Davis.
ILLUMINATING THE
HUMAN ASPECT
Lachlan Murdoch, the Deputy
Director of STARTTS, attended
another set of workshops for staff
whose close association with the Safe
Haven project had finished some time
previously. “The workshops helped
to take us back to that time. To look
at what the time was really like,” he
says. Much of Murdoch’s involvement
with the Safe Haven project centred
on the mechanics of providing a good
service. “The workshops helped me
reconnect my focus on the people I
was working with,” he says.
Murdoch’s story is:
Streams of people emerged from
buses to make their way to the processing centre.
‘Mir se ne vini’ was all I could
muster as the flow of people became a
torrent.
A young man slowed to respond.
‘Me vien mir,’ he replied
As our conversation continued wave
after wave of people brushed by as if we
were clinging to an island in the middle
of this stream.
Suddenly an official approached
and directed my conversation partner to
the processing centre.
‘We are talking!’ I protested. And
then hurriedly explained that STARTTS
was a counselling service that talked to
people.
The officer was visibly displeased,
‘Everyone must be processed immediately and he is gumming up the works.’
‘Give him a few more minutes and
he’ll join the rest,’ I replied.
The officer moved onto the next
group of dawdlers.
The young man’s girlfriend joined
us. In the poor light it was difficult to
make out who I was meeting. They
were both happy to have come this far
safely and could now stand and enjoy
a cigarette. We bid farewell and they
joined the throngs now spilling out of the
processing centre.
Three days later a story appeared
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on the late news that the couple were to
marry. She had accepted his proposal
made with a rose picked from the East
Hills remembrance garden.
RECORDING HISTORY
Murdoch says that the writing
workshops have provided the organisation with excellent material to
include in forthcoming publications.
STARTTS are considering various
ideas for publications regarding the
Safe Haven project. A possibility
would be a document that includes
theoretical papers and reports on the
work that STARTTS undertook.
The pieces from the writing workshops could be used to spotlight the
type of things that happened, says
Murdoch. “[The writing shows] what
it was like for STARTTS staff. It will
illuminate things, give [the publication] a flavour,” he says.
PERSONAL WRITING
Bajraktarevic-Hayward says that
the workshops helped her to learn
basic tools for writing. Originally from
Bosnia, she says: ‘I knew I could write
in my own language. I could also write
academic [papers] in English. But to
find that I could write fiction and
poetry in English!’
Bajraktarevic-Hayward has been
working with refugees since she was
20. She says: “I now see that I could
write a story about the great and
horrible things I’ve seen.”
WORKERS’ VOICE
One of the most exiting aspects
of the writing groups is that they
give the workers a voice. I worked
for a long time in Aboriginal Affairs
and it became obvious that there
were increasing outlets for Aborigines to tell their stories; that governments and the various organisations church, Aboriginal, non-government
- could use press releases and reports
to publicise their points of view; and
academics could write books and
speak at conferences. The people
with the least outlets for story telling where the people who actually
did the hands on tasks - community
advisers, teachers, clinic sisters, shopkeepers, mechanics, policemen. This
not only meant that there was a

huge gap in the general discourse on
Aboriginal affairs. It was a concrete
expression of the general belief that
the workers have the least to contribute. The following story is by Peter
Davis.
BETRAYAL
They huddled in terror as the dry
grass pierced their shaking bodies.
‘Daddy! Daddy! They’re going to
shoot us,’ screamed Ardon, trying to
cover his tear stained face with his arms.
‘Daddy where are you?’
The eyes of his brothers grew large
as the media helicopters swooped down
like monsters with ominous intent.
The hot dusty wind was stirred up by
the deafening noise of the rotor blades,
The four brothers were frozen in panic.
Thoughts flashed through their minds.
Confusion. Blood. Dead bodies. Smoke.
Sickly smells. Screams. People running.
In a moment there were an army
of police. Linked arm in arm, they
advanced through the frightened faces.
Dogs growled and pulled at their chains.
More police arrived.
People ran, shouted , fell over.
‘Daddy! Help! Help! We’re going
to die!’
Ardon was barely eleven years old.
He bravely attempted to shield his three
younger brothers with his embrace. His
desperate act seemed futile as they
clung quivering together, almost unable
to breathe.
A yellow sign caught Ardon’s eye.
He could barely read Albanian but he
understood the simple words, ‘Welcome
to East Hills Safe Haven.’
‘They said we would be safe! I
don’t understand. I don’t understand!’
cried Ardon. 
Allan Tegg works as a Psychotherapist,
Group Leader and Writer. He can be
contacted on (02) 9568 1834. He will
be facilitating The Finding Your Voice:
The Power of Writing in Trauma Work
Workshop as part of the STARTTS
Community Education Program at
Carramar on Friday 11 May 2001. Ring
Melinda Austin on 9794 1900 for
details.
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From the Golden Country
to the Promised Land
STARTTS’ consultant psychiatrist, DR JEANIE LINGAM, gives an
overview of Burmese culture and considers the problems faced
by Burmese refugees in Sydney.
For many refugees from all over
the world, Australia has become a
sanctuary away from the fighting and
fears of their homelands. One such
country of conflict is Burma (more
recently renamed Myanmar), a land
previously known as “Shwe Pyi Daw”
or “The Golden Country,” reflecting
the hundreds of golden Buddhist
pagodas throughout the land.
Approximately 2 million ethnic
minority peoples in Burma are internally displaced within their own
country and over 200,000 Burmese
refugees have been forced to flee
their country to foreign shores such
as Thailand, Bangladesh and India.
In Australia, there have been
waves of Burmese entrants since 1962.
Initially, approximately 6,000 “Anglo-

Burmese” migrants (a term referring
to the offspring of European-Burmese
marriages during the British colonial
period) arrived in Australia. These
people were educated middle class,
who had a sound knowledge of English and consequently, found little difficulty in settling into life here.
However, since that time, social
and political policies instituted by the
ruling military junta in Burma have
resulted in large numbers of Burmese
being forced to leave their country.
These refugees have found it very
difficult to settle in Australia, being
poorly educated and having little or
no knowledge of English. The difference, of course, is the crucial matter
of choice.
The 1996 Australian Census

recorded 10,123 “Myanmar-born”
persons in Australia and between June
1996-July 1998, a total of 564 persons from Myanmar settled in Australia. Figures from the Department of
Immigration showed that there were
662 refugee entrants from Myanmar
to new South Wales from the beginning of 1991 to the beginning of
November 1999.
THE PEOPLE AND
CULTURE OF BURMA
Aung San and his colleagues led
Burma to independence from British
rule. Unfortunately, in 1947, before
actualising their dream, this group of
men, now seen as martyrs to the Burmese people, were assassinated. The
constitution was signed however, in
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1948, creating a Union of Burma and
a period of democratic leadership followed. Written into the Constitution
was the agreement that ethnic minority groups had the right to secession
10 years after signing the document.
However, this right has been denied
to these groups and continues to be
a source of major unrest. In 1962 the
military, under General Ne Win, took
control of the country and Burma
continues to be under this regime
today.
Daw Aung San Suu Kyi, the
daughter of Burma’s martyr, Aung
San, has been leading the opposition
party, The National League for
Democracy (NLD), for over a decade

“no return.” Individuals with mental
illnesses are classed as “mad” and
ostracised from the community and
there is little provision for psychological treatment. Consequently, despite
severe traumas, losses and hardships,
few Burmese refugees now living in
Sydney seek psychological assistance.
BURMESE REFUGEES
IN SYDNEY
The large number of ethnic
groups within Burma is also reflected
in Sydney. The Karen and the Shan
peoples contribute to just less than
10% of the population each in Burma
and are the largest refugee groups.
Other significant groups include the

Rates of HIV are reaching critical levels and this not
only affects the Burmese refugees but people in all Burma’s
bordering countries.
and was awarded the Nobel Peace
Prize in 1991. Despite the overall victory of the NLD in general elections
in 1990, the military junta responded
by continuing to hold Daw Aung San
Suu Kyi under house arrest from
1989-1995. She and members of her
party remain restricted in their movements and speech at this time.
Burma is made up of 21 ethnic
groups with over 100 languages being
spoken. The majority of these people
are rurally- based, living in villages
and towns in Burma’s border areas.
Burmese culture is very traditional
with strong family relations and the
hierarchy of age and gender being
paramount. The spiritual practices
of Buddhism and animism are the
most widespread although the Karen
people of Eastern Burma are mainly
Christian. Whether it is due to the
Buddhist concept of cause and effect
(“karma”) or an innate constitutional
characteristic, Burmese have always
been a passive, non-violent people
who thrive on family and social gatherings.
As in many countries worldwide, psychological illness is seen as a
social stigma with help being sought
from traditional healers and Buddhist monks. There is only one psychiatric institution in Burma, which
is viewed as somewhat of a place of
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Chin, Kachin, Wa, Palaung and the
Mon peoples. Many of the refugees
are young, single men or young families and most have come to Sydney
after spending 10 or more years living
in the jungle or in refugee camps in
the Thai-Burmese border. The presence of the UNHCR in these refugee
camps is restricted; food and medical
care is scarce, and drugs, alcohol are
growing problems. Rates of HIV are
reaching critical levels and this not
only affects the Burmese refugees but
people in all Burma’s bordering countries. Many young Burmese women
have been forced or lured into prostitution in Thailand.
The plight of these refugees is
especially concerning as they are
young people who are spending crucial years of their development away
from their families, missing vital education and bearing witness to horrendous atrocities. Both their physical
and mental health is being placed at
constant risk and very little foreign
aid is being made available to assist
them. Post traumatic stress disorder
and depression are very high amongst
all the refugees but seem especially
so amongst the women.
The young people have been
irreparably torn from their families
and culture- they have formed a “new
family” and “new culture”- one that

is based on fighting, hiding and camaraderie in war and trauma.
THE BURMESE
COMMUNITY IN SYDNEY
Discussions with members of the
Burmese refugee community and its
leaders in Sydney have revealed several main areas of need. These initial
findings reflect similar issues raised
by this community in Western Australia and Victoria.
Physical health is poor among
many refugees. Alcohol and drug
abuse is an increasing problem, often
being used as self-medication for
symptoms of psychological distress.
Neglected injuries sustained in the
jungle or in camps cause chronic disability as do untreated medical conditions.
Education levels vary greatly and
many Burmese who do have qualifications from Burma feel unfairly
treated, as their degrees are not recognised here.
Many refugees have poor English language skills and find it difficult
to learn English. Medical conditions
such as depression and posttraumatic
stress disorder impair concentration
and learning potential, thus making it
harder to grasp a new language.
Many young Burmese parents are
very concerned about their children.
They feel confused and overwhelmed
by the Australian education system
and feel that there is little guidance in written or spoken form - to assist
them.
Many Burmese women remain
at home, often with young children,
and are isolated and lacking support.
They describe difficulties trying to
hold onto their culture whilst trying
to accommodate into a new society.
They find it difficult to make their
children accept traditional values and
some even describe feeling embarrassed to cook the foods that they are
accustomed to. The true impact on
the physical and psychological health
of these women as a result of the traumas of violence, disease and forced
prostitution is unclear as they are
such an isolated group who are not
accessing services well at this time.
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BARRIERS TO
ACCESSING CARE
One of the main issues when
trying to identify the barriers that the
refugees face in accessing appropriate
services to assist them is that of mistrust and suspicion. Due to the wellestablished and sophisticated use of

also restricts many from seeking help
for their problems and this not only
debilitates them but also affects their
families.
Many young refugees continue to
live in the “families” that they have
become accustomed to in the refugee camps, feeling threatened by the

Alcohol and drug abuse is an increasing problem, often
being used as self-medication for symptoms of
psychological distress.
spies by the military government, the
refugees have lost trust in the older
generations and view with suspicion
anybody in a position of authority.
This includes doctors and other health
professionals, social and welfare workers, Burmese interpreters and even
other Burmese community workers
and elders in Sydney. This level of fear
prevents many from attending health
checks and, in general, from receiving the assistance they require.
Many refugees have suggested
that a trusted person, proficient in
English and Burmese, would be helpful
in organisations such as S.T.A.R.T.T.S.
so that the potential problems of
using interpreters may be by-passed.
The stigma associated with the
expression of psychological distress

overwhelming feeling of “too much
freedom” and the confusion of a new
society. Some have described feeling
very “homesick” and almost wishing
that they had never come to Australia.
Many young men are very
actively involved in the Burmese prodemocracy movement here in Sydney
and subsequently may neglect important tasks that are necessary to
assimilate into a new country such
as language classes and employment
training.
FUTURE DIRECTIONS
While so many countries of the
world continue to be in conflict,
people are forced to leave their homes
and seek safety elsewhere. Refugee

communities have both shared and
unique characteristics that contribute to their acculturation in a new
country such as Australia. It is important to attempt to understand the
unique characteristics especially of
some of the smaller refugee groups,
who often get overlooked in an environment where resources are finite,
in order to work with them and provide specific assistance to their needs.
The physical and psychological health
needs of the Burmese refugee community in Sydney are significant and
work is underway to create links
with the community in an attempt to
improve this. The importance of time
and flexibility in the development of
trust is paramount, as is the ability to
understand differences within communities, not only between communities if we are to work effectively.
For Burmese people, the struggle
continues for freedom and democracy in their homeland and often this
causes a great deal of inner conflict,
taking on greater significance than
personal security and comfort. However, it is important for us all to
remember that we must take care for
our own mental and physical health
first if we are truly to be of any help
to others. 
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By Tiep Nguyen

I wish to share, appreciate and highlight
What is burning inside their hearts and minds
Desperation, humiliation and sorrow,
But also hope, faith and love.
Out there, little they can do,
nowhere they can go.
The message they bring, it just rings hollow
Their tragedy results from injustice,
repression and violence,
From war, hatred, fanatic spirit and intolerance.
Hark, if you would care to listen with patience
They would tell you what they need for
resilience:
Shelter, clothing, food and protection,
Above all, a home plus a touch of emotion.
From what they need, suffer and feel,
I envision
The refugee problem is universal,
continuous and recurrent.
Our globe remains the same, not big,
not small,
Our hearts, nevertheless,
could shrink back or extend beyond.
Expanded hearts strikes the only hope of
those forlorn,
For refugees is a matter of the heart of us all.
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A Poem for Refugees

I wish to write a poem, simple as it is,
In honour of the innumerable refugees,
Who have suffered, struggled and survived
In the best part of their precious lives.

