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In this issue: articles from Thailand, Malta,
Kenya, Uganda, and Guinea.

Refugee women and children –
preventing violence, responding

to the needs of survivors
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EDITORIAL

Lluís Magriñà SJ, JRS
International Director

Violence and the need for pro-
tection are two omnipresent
themes for those forced to flee

their homes. One of the major chal-
lenges JRS staff face is to identify refu-
gee children and women who suffer
or are at risk of suffering abuse and
neglect. Victims of abuse often suffer
in silence without reaching out for help.
Nevertheless, as JRS is in close con-
tact with refugees in our daily work,
we regularly recognise signs of abuse
and exploitation.

JRS Thailand staff first noticed Ah Wah
when he repeatedly came to school hun-
gry, dirty and with open sores. They
immediately reached out to help him
and managed to remove him from an
abusive situation. If JRS had not acted,
the results may well have been tragic.

Yet, identifying survivors of violence is
not always possible. Many fear repris-
als from their abusers, while for others
it is difficult to trust and confide in NGO
and UN staff. This is exactly what hap-
pened to Aimee who was abused by
traffickers after she fled her home
country. Unfortunately for Aimee, her
asylum claim had already been refused
by the time she decided to confide in
JRS Malta Assistant Director, Katrine
Camilleri. Had Katrine had all the de-
tails of her case, Aimee may have been
granted the right to remain in Malta.

A similar situation faced Achuei in
northern Kenya. JRS found her a place
to live in its Safe Haven where she
receives counselling whilst continuing
her education. Nonetheless, Achuei
cannot live there forever. If the Safe
Haven were to close before a more
permanent home for her, possibly in a
third country, can be found, Achuei’s
life might well be in danger from her
abusive husband and his family.

Lluís Magriñà SJ

While it is certainly important to offer
counselling, education and employment
opportunities to refugee women and chil-
dren who have fled abuse, all too often
even in their countries of asylum, they
are not safe. In such cases, third coun-
tries need to be persuaded to resettle
them, as in the case of Emma in Ugan-
da. Abused by a Ugandan police officer,
she and her family have found safety in
Australia. Whilst they await such as-
sistance, vulnerable people who have
survived abuse should not be subjected
to further trauma through detention.

We also need to help prevent refugees
from becoming future victims. In this
edition, María Irízar, JRS Guinea Direc-
tor, describes her frustration at seeing
the UN refugee agency diverting funds
away from secondary education with-
out consultation with the refugee popu-
lation. These refugee girls, unwilling to
return home, remained in circumstances
where they were at a high risk of ex-
ploitation. Education, training and em-
ployment open doors; when denied, the
probability of victimisation increases.

These true stories tell us of the suffer-
ing inflicted on refugees by other hu-
man beings. They sap our faith and our
belief in a merciful and compassionate
God, and maybe in the goodness of
mankind. At the same time, the expe-
rience of accompanying and serving
refugees reveals God’s presence, even
during the most tragic moments. In
companionship with Jesus Christ, JRS
service to refugees is an effective sign
of God’s love, and of reconciliation be-
tween human beings.

Reducing risks, rebuilding lives!
Protecting women and children

Children’s
drawings,

Mae
Hong Son

refugee
camp,

Thailand

“If the safe haven closes, Achuei’s
life may well be in danger...”

“...too often even in their countries
of asylum, they are not safe.”
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THAILAND

In some ways vulnerability and the need for protection
define the refugee experience. It is vulnerability and
the need for protection that initially prompts people to

seek refuge away from their homes. And, whatever the
reason for fleeing, that need for protection typically con-
tinues after escape. By providing education to children, as
well as adults, we help equip refugees with the tools needed
to protect themselves and others better from the dangers
intrinsic to vulnerable populations.

Education undoubtedly opens doors, exposing people to
new ideas and helping them make more informed deci-
sions. In addition, when individuals are part of a larger
system, say a school, they are visible to a greater number
of people. A child or woman who is neglected or abused
should be noticed by his or her teacher.

What happened to Ah Wah (not his real name), a nine
year old boy living in one of the camps on the northwest-
ern Thai-Burma border near Mae Hong Son city, is a per-
fect illustration of how education can serve to protect the
most vulnerable. Ah Wah is an AIDS orphan and himself
HIV positive. He is currently participating in the inclusive
special education programme at one of the camp primary
schools. Though technically Ah Wah does not fit into the
classic definition of a special needs student, there is so
much misinformation and fear about HIV that he had only
recently been able to start school. Were it not for the spe-
cial education class it is doubtful he would have received
any education at all.

When Ah Wah repeatedly came to school hungry, dirty
and with open sores his teacher became concerned. She
monitored his situation and visited the home where he lived
with his grandparents. From her visits she discovered that
Ah Wah’s grandparents were not giving him the special
food rations provided to him through one of the supporting
NGOs. She felt that Ah Wah was not receiving the care
he needed and worried that his grandparents were ver-

bally abusive, calling him stupid and lazy even in front of
her. When the situation did not improve she eventually
became concerned enough to discuss Ah Wah’s condition
with others. A meeting with camp leaders, education staff
and supporting NGOs was held to discuss Ah Wah’s situ-
ation. Ah Wah was eventually taken in by an aunt who
was very happy to have him. He continues to attend the
special education classes at the primary school and is be-
ing well looked after at home and at school. Ah Wah’s
participation in education provided the essential link to the
support and protection he so desperately needed.

Of course the need for protection is not exclusive to refu-
gee camps or the people who live within them. Neverthe-
less, the degree of vulnerability and need for protection is
different. Education is part of a cycle of protection – it
keeps people connected, keeps them noticed and engaged
in something positive.

Kelle Marin Rivers
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Thailand: education as
a protective environment

How a school can be more than just a place of learning

“When Ah Wah repeatedly came to school
hungry, dirty and with open sores his

teacher became concerned.”

Kelle Marin Rivers,
Education Programme
Coordinator, JRS Thailand

“Education is part of a cycle of protection...”

Primary school class, Mae Hong Son refugee camp, Thailand
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I met Aimee (not her real name) a couple
of times in a detention centre in Malta;
she was always polite but very reserved.

Aimee grew up in an impoverished family
in a developing country. By the time she
was fifteen she had moved out of home and
was looking for ways to support herself.

It was around this time that she met Jean
who took care of her. He was planning to
leave the country to join his cousin in Italy
and he asked Aimee to go with him, insist-
ing that his cousin, who was doing well in
Italy, would pay for her trip. Lured by prom-
ises of a better life and convinced that Jean
genuinely cared about her, she left the coun-
try with him.

Once they got to Libya Jean started com-
plaining that he had run out of money. He

told her that his cousin in Italy could no
longer continue helping them so she was
going to have to ‘work’ to pay for their trip
to Italy. She was handed over to a man who
ran a brothel, where she was virtually im-
prisoned for months. She saw Jean often
as he would come there regularly to collect
her wages. He never gave her any money
and if ever she asked for something he got
furious and turned violent.

“I could not take this life anymore and after
some time I tried to escape. But they caught
me and told Jean. He came and beat me so
badly that I could hardly stand and my face
was disfigured. After that I did not stand up
to him any longer... I was too afraid.”

After they had been in Libya for about a
year Jean came and told her he had got

Katrine Camilleri
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How the Maltese asylum system fails survivors of violence

Detention centre
for irregular
migrants and
asylum seekers,
Malta

Malta: at risk, even in the
immigration detention centre
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them a place on a boat bound for Italy. She
jumped at the chance to leave and hoped
that things would get better in Italy. The
journey ended in tragedy. They drifted for
days before some were eventually rescued
and brought to Malta. Many of the people
on board, including Jean, perished at sea.

Now, just as Aimee had thought that this
was all behind her, she started receiving
threatening calls from Jean’s cousin in Italy,
who had apparently managed to trace her
in Malta. He was claiming that he had paid
for her and that she was therefore obliged
to join him in Italy.

One day, months after I first met Aimee,
she called and asked for help. She told me
that she was not from the country she had
originally stated when applying for asylum.
I asked why she was only telling me this
now. She explained that at the time she lied
because she had no choice – the self-ap-
pointed leaders of the group had dictated
that all should claim they had fled a par-
ticular country because of civil war. They
also told her that if she was honest about
her nationality she would be deported and
that her statement would jeopardise the rest
of the group. Non-compliance was not an
option; inside the detention centre no one
would defend her if things turned nasty.

In the centre, men and women are detained
together in a heavily male-dominated envi-
ronment, making women more vulnerable
to pressure and abuse, not only from indi-
viduals (usually husbands or partners) but
also from the wider community or the lead-
ers of the group. This inevitably makes it
practically impossible to provide meaning-
ful protection for female detainees.

Over the years a number of these women
have suffered physical harm at the hands
of fellow detainees: domestic violence and
spousal abuse are not uncommon and, on
at least one occasion, a group of unaccom-
panied women were badly beaten by fel-

Detention centre
for irregular

migrants and
asylum seekers,

Malta

Katrine Camilleri, JRS
Malta Assistant Director

low-detainees. This beating was presum-
ably a punishment for breaching group rules
and behaving in a manner considered un-
acceptable.

Unfortunately, detainees are extremely sus-
picious of everyone, even NGO personnel,
often believing that we are working for the
authorities and conspiring to send them back
home. Aimee’s case and the reasons for her
reluctance to divulge the truth about herself
makes me wonder whether she is an excep-
tion. I cannot help thinking that probably she
is not alone – yet, for a variety of reasons,
these women choose to remain hidden. If we
are not to turn away, the question we must
ask is how and what can we do to help them.

The challenge Malta is facing is to find ways
of identifying women who are victims of traf-
ficking and to respond to the immediate and
long-term protection needs of this particu-
larly vulnerable category of migrants. In the
short term, there is a clear need to dramati-
cally improve the arrangements in place for
the reception of asylum seekers, in order to
ensure that the most vulnerable are empow-
ered to speak out and seek protection. It is
also imperative to put in place formal poli-
cies and structures to provide effective pro-
tection to those who need it.

MALTA

“He came and beat me
so badly... After that I did
not stand up to him any

longer... I was too afraid.”

“...men and women are
detained together...”
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Kenya: when resettlement i

Achuei is a 26 year-old Sudanese
woman. She left Sudan in 1992,
after her home was attacked and

she became separated from the rest of her
family. She was brought to Kakuma refu-
gee camp, northern Kenya, where she
started primary school. However, in 1993
her father arrived in Kakuma from Sudan.
He stopped her from attending school and
the following year, when she was 14 years
old, he forced her to marry a man against
her will. When she refused, the young man
took her and nearly beat her to death; he
later raped her in front of his relatives.

Achuei was taken back to Sudan, and her
first child was born in 1995, but died in 1996.
Achuei escaped back to Kakuma in 1996,
and remained there peacefully until 1998,
when her husband came from Sudan and
abducted her. She became pregnant again,
and, because she was very sick, a doctor
helped her to reach Lokkichoggio, from where
she came back to Kakuma. In December
1998 she delivered her second baby, a girl.

On two more occasions her husband came
back to the camp to take her and the child,
but both times Achuei managed to hide from
him. When Achuei heard in 2005 that he had
come again, and had given money to her
relatives to deliver her and the child to him,
she ran to the Lutheran World Federation
(LWF) gender office. She explained her situ-
ation, and the LWF gender staff referred her
to the JRS Safe Haven. That was in Sep-
tember 2005, and she has been there since.

Achuei’s case illustrates many of the prob-
lems related to sexual and gender based
violence in Kakuma. Despite there being
many nationalities in the camp (mainly Su-
danese but also Somali, Ethiopian, Burun-
dian, Rwandese, Congolese) the experiences
of those who come to the Safe Haven tend
to be similar. It is frequently members of a
woman’s own family who cause the inse-
curity. They usually wish to abduct the

KENYA

Rebecca Horn

women or their children, force them to get
married against their will, physically assault
them or even kill them. For the Sudanese,
the issue of dowry is crucial, with a family
sometimes forcing young girls to marry
against their will, because the man involved
is able to pay a big dowry.

Agencies such as the UN refugee agency
(UNHCR) and LWF have units which try
to negotiate with families and communities
to protect those who are experiencing such
abuse, but in some cases it is not possible to

JRS Safe
Haven,

Kakuma
refugee

camp,
northern

Kenya

A safe haven is often what is needed

JRS Safe
Haven,

Kakuma
refugee

camp,
northern

Kenya

6

“He stopped her
from attending
school and...
forced her to
marry a man

against her will”
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is the only long-term option
KENYA

Rebecca Horn,
Coordinating Counsellor,
Kakuma Refugee Camp
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The main difficulty is in finding durable so-
lutions to the problems of those who stay in
the Safe Haven. Refugees should be dis-
charged within six weeks, but in many
cases, such as that of Achuei, this is not
possible. Achuei cannot return to her com-
munity in Kakuma because her husband is
likely to abduct her and/ or the child.

Although Sudanese refugees are now be-
ing encouraged to return home there are
many, like Achuei, whose safety would be
threatened if they did. The end to war does
not necessarily mean that individuals are
able to live in peace, and there is good rea-
son to believe that many of these women
would continue to be abused and assaulted
if they returned to Sudan, where members
of their families or their husbands’ families
would easily find them.

Achuei said that recently a friend of her
husband’s came to her in the Safe Haven
and offered a lot of money if she would
return to Sudan. He pointed out to her that
she had not got any money, and that JRS
would not be there forever, so she should
go back with him to Sudan where she
would have a lot of money. But she refused.
“If I went to Sudan I would be killed and
my daughter taken”, she said.

When there is no possibility of living safely
in the refugee camp, and no possibility of
returning home safely, thoughts turn to re-
settlement in a third country. There are,
of course, many problems with resettling
people in western countries, but in cases
such as that of Achuei, it is difficult to iden-
tify any alternative solution.

reach an agreement quickly, or to ensure the
person’s safety. In these cases, the woman
and her children can be referred to the JRS
Safe Haven while a solution is found.

The Safe Haven provides temporary se-
cure accommodation for up to 40 women
and children at a time. During their stay,
they are not only protected, but receive
counselling and emotional support from JRS
staff and each other. By the time they leave
the Safe Haven they are visibly more con-
fident, assertive and hopeful.

“If I went to
Sudan I would
be killed and
my daughter

taken…”
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Janet Otte

Starting afresh in a strange land is
never easy; refugee women and
girls arriving in Kampala for the first

time as asylum seekers often relate shock-
ing stories of rape, sexual exploitation and
forced marriage in their pre- and post-flight
experiences. Sexual and gender-based vio-
lence (SGBV) has left many women trau-
matised and living in terror of HIV. The
cultural and community stigma attached to
sexual violence exacerbates this and leaves
many women feeling isolated and in denial
of the terrible reality.

Although JRS Kampala does not provide
specific services to the survivors of sexual
violence, it is able to play a crucial role in
their protection by working closely with a
host of other service providers. In Kam-
pala, staff often become aware of these
women and girls when they seek legal, fi-

nancial and education assistance from JRS.
When specialised services are needed JRS
is occasionally able to offer financial as-
sistance. Most importantly, JRS staff can
arrange referral to service providers which
assist these women and girls in finding du-
rable solutions to their problems.

Emma (not her real name) came to Kam-
pala a desperate single mother of seven chil-
dren separated from her husband during
their flight from the Democratic Republic
of Congo. She met a police officer who of-
fered to take care of her in return for sexual
favours. In her desperation, she accepted
the offer. This situation became more com-
plicated when a year later her husband re-
joined her. She tried explaining to the
policeman that now her husband was
present their relationship had to stop but the
policeman was adamant and started threat-

UGANDA

Somali
refugee

and
children,

Kampala,
Uganda

Uganda: pooling our
resources to protect
women against violence
One organisation cannot provide everything
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Early this year, Leila visited our office. It
was encouraging to hear that Leila is now
studying in the settlement; she lives within
the compound of the chairman of the So-
mali community who is supportive of her
and GTZ (the German state aid agency),
has built her a house. It is even more heart-
ening to know that Leila has refugee sta-
tus. Leila has learned to deal with her pain,
she is no longer a prisoner of her past, she
feels safe and secure in the settlement.

Women and girls who are survivors of gen-
der-based violence have a broad variety
of needs. JRS provides education, psycho-
social and legal assistance. We need to co-
ordinate our work with other NGOs and
state agencies to identify and offer solu-
tions to these women and girls at risk of
violence. It is only together, with the nec-
essary training and resources, that we can
find durable solutions for them if they are
not to continue to suffer in silence not know-
ing what to do or whom to trust.

UGANDA

ening her. Emma did not know what to do,
she was worried for her life and family, and
worst of all, she could not dare tell her hus-
band the truth lest he reject her. With this
conflict, Emma came to JRS on the verge
of tears and fearing the worst.

JRS offered her basic legal and psycho-
social support and later by networking with
Hope Counselling Centre that specialises in
rape, secured a counsellor for her. She was
later able to tell her husband the truth; pain-
ful and shocking as it was, with good coun-
selling, he understood. JRS later helped the
family acquire a new and safe place to stay
away from this policeman. Again by net-
working with Refugee Law Project, we
managed to find a durable solution for Emma
and her family in Australia in late 2005.

Leila (not her real name) a 16-year-old So-
mali child is a survivor of sexual abuse. She
was raped at the age of 13 and had a baby.
She single-handedly looked after her baby
in Somalia despite the social stigma her
community attaches to unmarried mothers
and survivors of rape. Leila’s troubles were
further aggravated by the war in Somalia;
Leila was forcibly separated from her baby
and kidnapped by an armed group. No
longer able to meet their demands for sex
and work, she was later released. She man-
aged to reach Kampala through Kenya on
a truck and lived on the street.

JRS found Leila a place to stay at Agape,
(a parish outreach house) where she lived
for eight months. JRS befriended her closely,
offering her all possible psychosocial sup-
port and when she was ready for it, through
the creative arts, began the slow process
of counselling and some measure of recov-
ery. She later joined the JRS English school
as a means of helping her develop her so-
cial skills and maintaining the recovery
process. Finding Leila a durable solution
was difficult because she did not have refu-
gee status. So, with the help of UNHCR,
she went to a refugee settlement in west-
ern Uganda as an asylum seeker.

Urban
refugee in
Kampala,
Uganda

“But problems started
when a year later her

husband rejoined her.”

Janet Otte,
Urban Programme
Kampala, JRS Uganda
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Most, if not all, cultures value edu-
cation as a tool to bring out the
best in people. Even more so in a

refugee camp which brings together many
people who have fled wars, natural disas-
ters and other situations that generate pro-
found suffering and trauma. In this envi-
ronment, education, particularly formal
education, opens up opportunities for peo-
ple to find dignified means of supporting
themselves and their families in the future.

In Lainé, a Liberian refugee camp in Guinea,
over half the population, around 16,000, is
under the age of 18. In May last year the
camp community was informed by the UN

María Irízar CCV

Vocational
training course,
Lainé refugee
camp, Guinea

Guinea: Education,
an essential protection tool
A consequence of not consulting with refugees

refugee agency (UNHCR) that the second-
ary schools would be closed, because inter-
national donors had decided to reduce aid
to Liberians in Guinea in order to divert
funds into reconstruction efforts in Liberia.
They hoped that refugees would return and
start the new academic year back home.

Although the concerns of donors to sup-
port refugee repatriation to Liberia are valid
considerations, there was a clear lack of
participation and consultation with refugees
regarding this decision. Many felt that this
was premature and asked on several oc-
casions for the decision to be reviewed. At
that time, the first democratic elections

10



SERVIR No. 38 – September 2006 11

GUINEA

were taking place in Liberia and although
the security situation was officially consid-
ered to be safe, many refugees felt unsure
about returning. Given their experience of
15 years in exile and repeated flight from
the country many refugees wanted to wait
and see how events unfolded during the
following months. Furthermore, few schools
in Liberia were actually in a position to be
able to receive the returnees and many
returnees themselves could not afford school
materials and fees.

While the decision to close the schools stood
firm, few refugees from Lainé camp have
returned home. Refugees have organised their
own education activities outside the camps.
Many refugee families have made an effort
to ensure that students can continue their
education in these secondary schools.

We are aware of girls who have resorted
to regrettable ways of finding cash to pay
for their education, to feel part of the sys-
tem, to be like their school friends and pay
for school clothes, materials and fees, which
are quite high here in comparison to income.
Whether you want to call it prostitution or
the exchange of sex for material rewards
it is the same thing, the point is that through
poverty and the lack of opportunities, young
women are having to face the future with
this social scourge which extends to the
furthest corner of the world.

In addition to the closure of the secondary
schools, UNHCR announced last April that
this year the primary schools, which use the
Liberian curriculum and are taught in Eng-
lish, would be closed before the end of the
academic year on 31 May. From next term,
the children of families who do not wish to
return to Liberia will have access to primary
education following the Guinean educational
system in French as opposed to the Liberian
system in English followed in the camp.

Undoubtedly UNHCR has to promote re-
patriation as the most desirable ‘durable so-
lution’ for refugees. However, given the

Braille
machine for

students with
disabilities,

Lainé refugee
camp, Guinea

María Irízar CCV,
JRS Guinea Director

fact that no less than 15,000 people will
remain in the refugee camp of Lainé until
the rainy season has ended, sometime in
October, the decision to deny children in
the camp decent primary education is un-
fortunate. It would make more sense to wind
down classes in accordance with the rate
of repatriation; at least until the number of
refugees left is significantly reduced.

The difficulties refugees encounter in ac-
cessing their basic rights, including educa-
tion, have serious consequences on their
well-being and can often place girls and
young women at risk of exploitation. The
lack of opportunities can force vulnerable
refugees to take desperate measures which
they would avoid if the means were avail-
able. Major decisions, such as school clo-
sures, should not be made without consul-
tation with the community. In order to
understand the needs of the refugee popu-
lation, it is essential that refugees and NGOs
working with them are included in the de-
sign and implementation of programmes de-
veloped for the protection of and assistance
to refugees.

Only the combined efforts of all involved
will bring about structural changes facili-
tating access for all to basic human rights:
food, water, shelter, justice and education.
If not, we will continue to write articles
such as this one, in which we repeat the
same stories, arguments and reflections but
we are unable to ensure that those who fight
everyday for a better present and future
do not fall prey to the dangers that they
wish to overcome: hunger, every form of
violence, illness, war and suffering.

“While the decision to close the
schools stood firm, few refugees from

Lainé camp have returned home.”
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SUPPORT OUR WORK WITH REFUGEES

How to help one person

The mission of JRS is to
accompany, serve and

defend the rights of refugees
and forcibly displaced people,
especially those who are
forgotten about and who do
not attract international
attention. We do this through
our projects in over 50
countries world-wide,
providing assistance in the
form of education, health care,
pastoral work, skills training,
income generating activities
and many more services to the
refugees.

JRS relies for the most part on
donations from private
individuals and development
and church agencies.

Here are some examples
of how JRS funds are used:

• To support one refugee for one
year in the Kampala urban area,
Uganda

$22 US

• To provide an education for a
year to one child in Lainé camp,
Guinea

$40 US

• To advocate on behalf of a refu-
gee in Kakuma camp, Kenya for
one year

$45 US

• To provide an education for a
year to one child in Thailand

$55 US

• To provide an education for a
year to one child in Cote d’Ivoire

$140 US

• To provide a range of social serv-
ices to one refugee in Addis
Ababa, Ethiopia for one year

$500 US


