Since the first client walked through the front door of its offices in a small, threebedroom house in Fairfield 25 years ago, STARTTS has become a vital bridge
in the successful resettlement of refugees in NSW from all corners of the world.
ELIZABETH BAN, a writer and former child refugee, looks back at how a
small band of dedicated health professionals in Western Sydney developed a
unique, comprehensive model of treatment for torture and trauma survivors.
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magine you live in a village or town somewhere
in the world, a member of a small, tightknit minority group. Your life is in peaceful
harmony with the seasons, your animals and
fields, as well as all your neighbours who may be of different ethnic or religious groups. Then, there is a political change and the new leaders in your faraway capital
bring in new policies that make your neighbours go
wild: they begin to threaten to kill you, your family and
all your kith and kin, until one day they actually start
doing the killing. You gather the remainder of your
loved ones and run. Sounds implausible? Of course
it is. Unfortunately, it has happened to millions of
people over the past 30 years, in many parts of the
world as disparate as Afghanistan, Rwanda and in the
former Yugoslavia.
In 2011 there were 40 wars around the world; today
their number has dwindled to 12, yet the current war in
Syria alone has already caused more than two million
people to seek asylum in neighbouring Lebanon and
Jordan (population 4.4 and 6.3 million respectively)
and their number is increasing daily.
The number of people affected by military conflict
and state sanctioned violence worldwide is staggering.
According to the UN Refugee Agency (UNHCR),
at the end of 2012 there were 45.2 million displaced
persons globally, including 15.4 million refugees. To
put it into more manageable perspective, the UNHCR
estimates that 4.1 persons become asylum seekers or
internally displaced every second. That’s 14,760 people
an hour, which is the population of Newtown, NSW,
where I live, or slightly more than the number of refugees resettled annually in Australia until last year, when
the Labour government increased the intake to 20,000.

During the last election, Prime Minister Tony Abbott
indicated that the Coalition would wind these numbers
back to 13,500.
It’s not the first time STARTTS has had to adjust
to changing government policies or to changes in
the political, cultural, socio-economic and religious
backgrounds of its clients. For example, in the 1999
Operation Safe Haven outreach, when the Australian
government offered temporary asylum to about 4000
ethnic Albanians from the Kosovo region of the former
Yugoslavia, STARTTS was ready within two weeks to
welcome the newcomers. And, in 2001, STARTTS
staff geared up in a short time to help train mental
health workers in East Timor and the East Timorese government to establish PRADET (Psychosocial
Recovery and Development in East Timor).
STARTTS was established in 1988 after strong
pressures from Indochinese and Latin American communities and a realisation by NSW Health that its
existing services for trauma and torture survivors were
simply inadequate. Starting with just 5 staff members,
the organisation has grown exponentially over the years
and, since 2009, has been operating as an independent Affiliated Health Organisation that now employs a
permanent staff of 142.
STARTTS can respond quickly to changing circumstances and clientele, because of its unique approach
that was developed by Chief Executive Officer, Jorge
Aroche and Clinical Services and Research Coordinator, Mariano Coello, both clinical psychologists
by training. They call it a ‘bio-psychosocial systemic
model’ and it looks at every facet of a person’s life, their
family and community.
As Jorge explains it, refugees admitted to Australia
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have a tremendous number of hurdles to overcome
Their needs may be assessed by referring psychologists,
before they are able to acculturate and pick up their
psychiatrists, counsellors or social workers. Once they
lives again. For some, it may take longer than for others,
come to STARTTS, their psychological treatment is
depending on their past traumas in their own country,
determined according to all the bio-psychological
their experiences in the refugee camps, and finally, on
and social factors mentioned by Mariano and Jorge.
how they are able to face the normal challenges of life,
Everything is personalised and designed to enable the
as well as the difficulties of migrating to a new country
client to ‘function well as a parent, a child, a daughter, a
where the language and culture is so different.
mother or a father and someone who can function as a
‘Trauma exists in everyone’s life’ Jorge explains,
member of the community’ – Gordana says.
‘and people heal from trauma the same way they
The treatments have changed over the past 25 years,
heal from other things, otherwise, none of us would
Gordana says, and every staff member is required to keep
heal. However, [for some refugees] the extent of the
up-to-date with new knowledge in the field. In fact,
trauma, the number of the challenges, overwhelms the
counsellors are required to spend 50% of their time in
capacity for that to take place.’ He
clinical activity, 30% in community
says the job of organisations like
development and 20% in research
STARTTS is to ‘help bring the
and learning. This serves two purpeople back to a situation in which
poses: it helps avoid staff burnout,
“...people heal
that process is able to go ahead’.
and clients get access to the latest
from trauma
‘We consider the person in
therapies. As well, all STARTTS
the same way
relationship with the context as
personnel are encouraged to apply
well’ – Mariano continues – ‘in the
theoretical learning to their work.
they heal from
cultural, socio-political and reliThis way, STARTTS clients always
other things...
gious context in which the trauma
have access to the latest advances in
however, [for
took place and the impact that
psychiatry, clinical psychology and
the trauma had on their lives and
neurobiology, in addition to other,
some refugees]
the lives of their family and their
evidence-based alternative therathe extent of
communities. We take into account
pies, such as therapeutic massage,
the trauma,
also what happened when they are
acupuncture and physiotherapy, as
the number of
going into exile and the interactions
well as community development. It
that the person, the family and the
also allows STARTTS to grow and
the challenges,
community has in this, perhaps
change and keep providing the best
overwhelms the
first country of asylum. They could
interventions for their clients.
capacity for that to
be in a refugee camp or a country of
One of the most exciting areas
asylum, and then, when they arrive
of
research
is in the neurosciences
take place.’”
to Australia, which we can consider
as it is giving STARTTS a better
as the recovery environment, the
understanding of how the brain
interactions that take place here
works, says Gordana. Trauma
with all the levels: the individual, the family level, at
changes the biochemistry of the brain and affects
the social level, at the community level.’ He says that
memory as well as behaviour. She says it is now posthe reception the refugees get where they settle in Aussible to actually ‘see’ how the brain changes when it is
tralia also has an impact on recovery: for example, they
exposed to trauma. Some parts of the brain become
react differently when they are welcomed as opposed to
overactive and others underactive in response to trauwhen they are resented.
matic events and this accounts for many of the probTrauma is a life-long endeavour, Mariano says, but
lems that torture and trauma survivors face. STARTTS
some people are able to cope and actually come out
is using neuro-imaging to inform its application of difstrengthened by their experiences.. This is called ‘postferent therapeutic techniques and evaluate outcomes.
traumatic growth’, and that is what STARTTS’ psychoThis has enabled the development and utilisation of
logical interventions hope to achieve for their clients,
new treatment techniques such as Neurofeedback that
according to Direct Services Coordinator Gordana
rely on EEG information to help retrain the brain to
Hol-Radicic. She says most of the people who come
overcome the effects of trauma and in turn place people
to them suffer from a variety of symptoms, includin a better position to face life after trauma. STARTTS
ing nightmares, depression, hyperactivity or anxiety.
was the first to apply Neurofeedback to assist torture
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and trauma survivors and has found it to be a very
facilitators and not educators, ‘because what we teach
effective complement to the existing array of therapeuthem is to facilitate as opposed to just deliver informatic interventions. To further understand the impact of
tion’ – Jasmina explains. FICT is designed to provide a
refugee trauma on brain functioning, STARTTS has
safe environment in which refugees are guided to get
recently commenced a research partnership with the
an understanding of the conceptual framework that
University of NSW.
underpins Australian society such as welfare, and govAs Jorge and Mariano explained, STARTTS
ernment services. Coming from countries with little or
regards the experiences of its clients as part of a number
no social services, they need to understand why these
of systems, one of which is the community – the comservices are available and how the whole system works,
munities they left behind, the communities they transiJasmina says. At the same time, FICT is also very practioned with and, finally, the Australian community they
tical. It enables participants to learn how to get access
settle in, both local and national.
to these services, how to use public transport, how to
The Community Services Coordinator is Jasmina
use and save money. In addition, it also engages the
Bajraktarevic-Hayward. She comes from a refugee
participants at the emotional level to enable them to
background from Bosnia and started as a bi-cultural
reconcile past events and anticipate the difficulties of
counsellor with STARTTS. Biculsettling in Australia.
tural counsellors were a part of
Another STARTTS innovaSTARTTS from the earliest days
tion is the Enterprise Facilitation
of the organisation. From its very
Program based on Ernesto Sirolli’s
“Trauma changes
beginning, STARTTS recogTrinity of Management concept
the biochemistry
nised that employing bi-cultural
that brings together would be
of the brain and
counsellors who came from the
entrepreneurs with marketing,
communities they worked with,
finance and administration profesaffects memory
spoke their language and undersionals. Most people are not good
as well as
stood their culture and history
and passionate in all three. The idea
behaviour... it is
was critical to working successfully
is to find people who are. ‘Often,
now possible to
with its client group. Originally,
people who come from different
Bicultural Counsellors were paired
countries have good ideas for difactually ‘see’ how
with qualified social workers or
ferent products’ – Jasmina says,
the brain changes
psychologists in a two-way learn‘but they wouldn’t know how to
when it is exposed
ing relationship - as the bicultural
market it in the Australian context,
counsellor learned clinical skills
or would have no understanding of
to trauma.”
from the psychologist, they at the
the Australian system, the adminsame time imparted vital cultural
istrative or financial aspects of
knowledge to the psychologist.
running a business’.
While the paired counselOne of Enterprise Facilitalor model doesn’t operate these days, STARTTS has
tion’s most successful outcomes is the Amazing Family
continued the idea through the Trainee Bicultural
Day Care business set up by Deeqo Omar, a refugee
Counsellor Program. This is a program developed
mother of five from Somalia. In 2010 Deeqo came to
in recognition that the clinical skills required of
STARTTS for help to set up a family based day care
STARTTS counsellors may not be readily available
service for low income migrant families in Western
among smaller newly arrived communities and may
Sydney, that would provide employment for refugee
need to be developed on the job. Counsellors employed
women who would otherwise be unable to find work.
under this program bring to STARTTS their cultural
She entered the world of one of Australia’s most reguand language skills while undertaking both in house
lated businesses with passion and the business opened
training and being encouraged and supported to comin early 2011. Within a month she employed 80 carers.
plete relevant formal qualifications.
Their number has risen to 150 and continues to rise.
Another
innovative program developed by
Deeqo also found funding for 80 carers to study for
STARTTS to support the resettlement experience is
Certificate III in Child Care. More recently, Deeqo has
the FICT Program. FICT - Families in Cultural Tranhad requests from Queensland and the ACT to expand
sition - trains and employs bicultural facilitators to run
the business there.
a nine-week program for new refugees. They are called
Jasmina coordinates a seemingly endless range of
STARTTS AT 25
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STARTTS staff and supporters in 1992. Many of the people in this picture are still working at STARTTS.
PHOTO: Courtesy of STARTTS

community services. There’s Communities in Cultural
Transition (CiCT), which focuses on enabling emerging communities to set up community organisations
and join Australia’s network of multicultural communities and services. CiCT is backed by a large panel
of experts in areas of community development, such as
governance, finance, law, and communication. Whereas
other agencies would employ a single community development worker whose job was to organise community
development workshops on an ad hoc basis, CiCT is
able to respond to each community’s needs as soon as
the need is identified. So, the CiCT project officer’s job
is to canvass communities about their needs and match
them with consultants from the panel.
Other projects are aimed at community cultural
development, the arts, young people and the elderly.
There’s Capoeira Angola, a Brazilian martial arts dance
that helps young people develop self-confidence and
social skills. It is now available regularly in five schools
where Principals and teachers have identified refugee
children who need help. Other programs for young
people are three night residential camps where children
8
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learn how to communicate, play, live and learn together
and make lasting friendships. There’s the annual
Refugee Arts Exhibition during Refugee Week, and
there are a number of other extremely successful community cultural development projects, including the
annual Dance Africa Dance showcase, and STARTTS’
support for the Baulkham Hills African Ladies Troupe
that had sold out performances at the Riverside Theatre
in Parramatta and the Belvoir Street Theatre in Sydney
in 2013 and is expected to be going on tour in 2014.
These programs connect emerging communities with
the wider community.
In addition to its extensive and ever changing clinical and community development programs, STARTTS
also works with a broad network of professional and
community organisations. They publish educational
materials in the form of handbooks, information sheets
and pamphlets, that incorporate their latest advice
about working with refugees as individuals, families
and communities. STARTTS also conducts Master
Classes attended by its staff and professionals from
other like-minded services. These are broadcast and

All the staff of STARTTS together in May 2013. PHOTO: Dominique Cleary

shared by peers all over the world via the internetbased video sharing site Psychevisual.
One of the major challenges for STARTTS has
been and continues to be the management of resources,
Jorge said in a recent presentation. Some of these
challenges relate to how to: match clients’ needs with
interventions and staff skills; get funding for new ways
of doing things; establish and maintain the limitations
and boundaries of what STARTTS can offer; and how
to continue to create and support a ‘change friendly’
staff culture. Mariano says he wants to improve the
evaluation processes and maintain and strengthen the
organisation’s research focus.
Jorge proudly describes STARTTS as a learning
organisation, a ‘continuing work in progress’ . And that
is how the organisation has become a highly effective,
loyal, inclusive workforce whose reach and effectiveness has expanded over the past 25 years from that
small, three bedroom house in Fairfield to the rest
of NSW.
In addition to its sprawling headquarters in Carramar, STARTTS now has offices in Liverpool, Auburn
and Blacktown in the greater Sydney area, as well as

Coffs Harbour, Wagga Wagga Newcastle and a service
in Wollongong. This is complemented by a network
of clinics operating from other organisations’ premises
across Sydney and NSW. STARTTS also works in close
collaboration with NSW Health, the educational establishment, the Red Cross and other agencies that deal
with refugee communities. It is the only agency in NSW
entrusted with treating asylum seekers in detention.
The one common feature that characterises everyone I
talked to for this article is their respect for the resilience
of their clients and each other. Perhaps Jasmina and
Gordana summed up best the secret of their success
when they said that STARTTS has always respected
the knowledge of its staff and supported them when
they wanted to try new things. They also continuously provide opportunities for learning and extensive
support for the staff for coping with the stresses of their
jobs. Everyone believes that the past is prologue and
that STARTTS will continue to grow and stretch the
boundaries of its knowledge base on how to empower
torture and trauma survivors overcome their past and
build a bright future in Australia.
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Douris Odesho

STARTTS came to my school to
do this activity called Jungle Tracks
and after that I came to STARTTS
as a client. I didn’t have anyone,
but I wanted to talk to someone.
I went to a camp and was asked to
be a volunteer, and here I am after
5 years. STARTTS helps everyone
here... if it wasn’t for STARTTS, I
don’t know what I would be doing.
I came here and look at me –
I’m helping people.
Photos by
David Maurice Smith / OCULI
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Leakhena Suos

I cry all the time when I speak about what happened in
Cambodia during Pol Pot. My brothers were taken to be
killed in the war. By that time, they had already taken my
father, my uncle, a lot of my cousins, my aunties... I was
really depressed. I received the Neurofeedback treatment at
STARTTS and it helped me improve. Here we have enough
food to eat, we can sleep and we can go to school. We are
grateful for our new life and our new future.
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Eh Paw Hla

Danni Satto

We were refugees in the camp - we
had no rights and no future for our
children. It is not easy, it is very hard
settling in the beginning. When we
first arrived, I felt stressed so I went
to STARTTS - they comforted me,
talked to me nicely. I know I don’t
have many skills, but I really want to
help my people. STARTTS encouraged
me. Now I have more confidence and
more knowledge.

With the Iraqi dance group I found
STARTTS [and] I met many people.
Whatever you have in your mind you
just dance and forget everything. In
Iraq you can’t do your hobbies, there
is no place. In Australia you can do
whatever. It all happens from religion,
this person has that religion and this
person has that religion and they try
to kill each other. [In the Iraqi dance
group], no one cares about religion we are all Iraqis.
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Loi Nguyen

Abraham Ajok

Some days I feel depressed when my
boss treats me badly or when I am
sad, I always recall the sad times in
the concentration camp. I came to see
Tiep from STARTTS and he saved my
life. STARTTS has helped me a lot,
and now I want to forget the past and
look forward. I would like to thank
STARTTS, they are very good people
who have helped me overcome a very
difficult time of my life.
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We were all traumatised in one way
or another - the sort of suffering that
humans cannot imagine, we have
all been through it. Generally in our
community people don’t really like to
ask if they need help, but as soon as
you come in, the warm welcome that
you get, that will open everything
up. Once you come to STARTTS you
find where you belong. I’ve been to
so many organisations, but nothing
compares to STARTTS.

Daniel Saeed

We went to school in Iraq but because of the war they
harassed us and we couldn’t go to school. When we came
to Australia, they put us into English class straight away.
We had to see a counsellor and we started doing all the
[STARTTS] programs. I came out of nothing and STARTTS
made me the person I am. They are legends - they taught
me how to go for my dream. Iraq is where our past is but
I’m here for the future.
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Salim Jafari

Oboya Oboya

When we’re dancing it’s a bonding thing - I wouldn’t normally
spend that much time with any of my family members but
now we have dancing we’re together most of the time, and
that is a great thing. STARTTS paid for everything and gave
us a place to rehearse in. They have been really amazing.
Without them we wouldn’t be where we are today, there
would be no Afro-Contemporary Dance Group.
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I escaped to Pakistan but they were
killing Hazaras in Pakistan too,
so it wasn’t much safer. We were
in Malaysia for one month and
then I decided to take the boat [to
Australia]. I met some people from
our community who were already here
and of course you ask them where
can you go? What can you do without
having any help from the government?
Through our community we heard
about a place called STARTTS. The
first Australians I met were the
volunteers working with STARTTS,
they taught us English and many
of them were like my own parents.

Ljubica Novakovic

After the war in 1995 the politicians
did not want us there. We had to
leave. We were in a refugee camp in
Serbia for four years. I got out with
my girls to get a better future but
most importantly to sleep peacefully.
[Coming here] was like being born
again. STARTTS gave us hope for the
future, for the kids it helped them to
have a better life.
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Vinitha Vasanthakumar

Me and my dad came by boat
from Sri Lanka to Christmas Island
where we stayed for 21 days. I’ve
been to two or three STARTTS camps
and [for my first camp] I went to
Newcastle, it was a nice camp.
We went rock climbing and on the
last day of camp we danced, [there
were] lots of activities. [At the camp]
everyone was my friend. Camp was
fun, I didn’t want to leave.
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Awatif Al Khalmashi

STARTTS helps people to speak about what is inside... what
they suffer. Most of them they have a very bad, very severe
story - STARTTS helps them. In my heart I want to help my
community, to give them about Australia. Because I am an
educated woman I need to help, and Australia is our home
now. I have suffered many times, but in the end I am in a
safe place.
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Zelimir Matic

Lejla Hujdur

My family had to escape from our
country. Without STARTTS it would
be very difficult to adjust to this
environment. Everyone has been so
welcoming and been very friendly to
our family. Our group at STARTTS is
important to exchange information
and even support each other amongst
ourselves. We formed a choir and
joined art societies. Being at STARTTS
we feel safer together as a group than
being alone.

I left my country with my husband,
son and friends to a new place. After
a year we had no social security, no
money to set up for our future. We
then arrived in Australia and met
STARTTS. I joined the group that has
become very important. My group is
together because we all feel the same,
we had pain in our country and here
we exchange our experiences.
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Det Le

It was a very bad time for me, very tough. I heard voices in
my mind that told me to jump through the window. I thought
everyone was watching me, I was scared of everyone. I was
desperate for help. [My counsellor] is very understanding,
patient and caring - if she was not at STARTTS I don’t think
I would be here today. STARTTS gave me my life back. They
made me feel like my life was worth something.
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Sonia Huertas

Milan Opacic

I left my country during internal
country conflicts, the time of the
revolutionary movement. I had to start
a new life. Once I was here STARTTS
has taught me to understand how
to live with my conditions and
understand through counselling.
STARTTS has became my new family
as well as my friends formed in the
GRUMAS group organised by STARTTS.

I was a young a boy. I lost my father, I
lost too many friends, I lost the home
I was born in. Somebody cut my roots.
You don’t have to think about death but
every day you have to fight to survive.
Because of STARTTS I am settled and
I understand. With so much suffering
around the world, I think everyone
needs to come to STARTTS, you can
make it easier for them.
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STARTTS uses many different approaches to support the recovery of torture and
trauma survivors. While individual counselling is the main intervention for
many clients, there are also many more ways in which STARTTS helps people
to heal from their trauma. Here are just a few of them.
Photos by David Maurice Smith / OCULI

Afro Contemporary Youth Dance is a dynamic Western Sydney-based dance troupe made up of young people aged 1221. The group emerged from the Dancing in Harmony Project –one of an expanding range of STARTTS community cultural
development initiatives aimed at enhancing the connections between Sydney’s refugee communities and the wider Australian
community. Guided by professional dancers and choreographers, the group has gone from strength to strength and have
established themselves as performers and artists in their own right.
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Originally a mental and physical system of defence against oppression developed by Afro-Brazilian slaves in the 16th century,
Capoeira Angola is now used at STARTTS to help heal trauma in young people. Capoeira is a non-violent, non-contact martial
art that combines the therapeutic potential of musical instruments and physical expression, and effectively engages young
people in hands-on, enjoyable activities that build trust, confidence and respect in a safe group setting.
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The Spanish-speaking choir gathers together every week to sing traditional songs and enjoy the company of the group.
The choir is a partnership between STARTTS and Multicultural Health, with many of the choir’s members drawn from STARTTS’
‘GRUMAS’ support group for women from South and Central American countries. GRUMAS is one of the longest running of all
STARTTS groups, established in 1990 and running continuously since.
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For about 18 months STARTTS has been supporting English classes organised by the Hazara community and held in our
Auburn office. Hazaras are an oppressed ethnic minority from Afghanistan whose numbers in Australia have increased rapidly
in recent years. Fuelled by their desire to learn English more quickly, the community, with help from STARTTS and volunteer
English teachers, has worked extremely hard to get this project off the ground.
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The Chester Hill Community Garden is an important way of providing psychosocial support to our clients in a variety of
forms. The community garden helps to meet people’s most basic needs - food, health and employment - while at the same
time allowing people to develop the higher-level needs of friendship, confidence and creativity. Cooperation between a
STARTTS counsellor and community development worker creates a safe place for therapeutic discussions and information
and acts as a pathway toward further healing from trauma.
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Sand play therapy is used at STARTTS to help people to express and process their trauma. Used mainly with children but
increasingly with adults as well, sand play allows the client to create a physical world which corresponds to their inner state,
allowing their unconscious thoughts to be made visible. Expressing their feelings in this way is often an important step toward
healing for people who have survived trauma.
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Although refugee children are amazingly resilient, they are also very vulnerable as they are often exposed to trauma during the
most formative years of their life. Youth camps are a way to help young people learn to adapt to their new environment and
enjoy life again. At overnight camps kids can have fun but also talk through any issues in a safe environment, and can engage
in activities that promote social skills, positive relationships, teamwork and confidence.
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