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DEDICATION

This handbook is dedicated to the memory of

those asylum seekers who tragically lost their

lives, and also to those who survived the tor-
ture in the Sinai desert.
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FOREWORD

During the period 2009 to 2012, more than 41,000 persons crossed the
border between Egypt and Israel illegally with the support of smugglers.
Many of them passed through the Sinai where they were held in captivity
until relatives were able to pay ransom to the smugglers. During their
captivity period, many were exposed to various forms of torture and
abuse, beatings, continuous shackling, cuffing and blindfolding for the
entire captivity period, as well as sexual assaults, including repeated
rape. It is estimated that some 7,000 individuals were exposed to
different levels of atrocities in Sinai. In addition, many of them escaped
persecution in their countries of origin, Eritrea and Sudan, where they
were exposed to harassment, mistreatment, torture and arrests.

These events have certainly impacted the mental health and
psychosocial wellbeing of many asylum-seekers like you. Psychological
symptoms include loss of self-esteem, depression, hopelessness, anxiety,
frustration, despair, flashbacks, nightmares, guilt, fatigue, sleep and eating
disorders, medically unexplained physical complaints, or also withdrawal
from domestic and social activities, aggression or interpersonal difficulties.
Further, the day-to-day struggle in meeting basic needs and uncertainty are
additional stress factors, leading to increased family tensions and violence.

UNHCR does recognize that mental health treatment is a big
challenge and requires a longer healing process, and it is most difficult
for men and women alike to come to terms with what happened in the
past, to shed off the scars. This “Guide to Recovery for Survivors of
Torture” should assist you on this path.

I would like to thank Dr. Diddy Mymin Kahn and Sister Aziza
Kidane who used their years-long experience and work with torture
survivors to create this Guide, as well as Mebrahtu Baraki and Kebedom
Mengistu for their translation into Tigrinya.

Walpurga Englbrecht
Representative — UNHCR Israel
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I am not what happened to me.

I am what I choose to become.

Carl Jung
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WHY READ THIS BOOK?

We have met many very courageous men and women who are survivors
of torture. We know that while you are suffering the effects of your
experience, you may not be able to pause to help yourself. This book
has been written for you because we know that many people who are
suffering the effects of torture are just surviving, trying to earn money
and make a living. Life is hard and most people do not have time to go
and get help for themselves. With time some people are able to heal
and some people are left with effects that disturb them and stop them
getting on with their lives. We are hoping that this book can help you,
in some way, to help yourself. Many people do not want to read a book
about torture and trauma because they do not want to think about the
difficulties that they have been through. But the reality is that we cannot
always control our minds and our thoughts as far as our trauma memory
goes. Trauma can visit our memories and dreams, influencing us in ways
that may be painful and uncomfortable. This booklet has been written
to help you understand your reactions. We believe that understanding
how the mind and body work when they have been through experiences
such as yours, can give you power, make you feel stronger and help you
to begin to heal. Also we hope that you will understand that the distress
that you feel makes sense and is a normal reaction to the very abnormal
atrocities you experienced. We have included some ideas, which may
be of help to you in your healing journey. We are not implying that just
reading a book will help you get over your terrible experiences, but we
hope that we can be part of your healing journey.
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HOW TO READ THIS BOOK

Everyone is affected by torture differently. This book covers a lot of
possible difficulties that a survivor may experience, and all of these
difficulties are divided into short self-contained chapters. If you do
not want to read the whole book, you can just choose a chapter that
is relevant to you now. The chapters are short and so easy to read. All
of the chapters explain why you may be experiencing what you are
experiencing, and then some ideas are suggested that may be helpful
to you, and may give you some relief. We advise that you try out the
exercises in the book and practice them.

16
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WHAT IS TORTURE

Torture has been described by many as “hell on earth” and is an experience
that no one should have to encounter in their lives. Everyone is affected
differently by their experiences depending on the circumstances.
However there are some common effects that survivors of torture report
as a result of their experiences of physical and mental suffering.

Initially survivors report a sense of relief at having been freed from
the hands of the abusers. Some experience shock and denial. This can be
followed by a deepening awareness of loss and overwhelming feelings
of hopelessness, fear and sadness. Many survivors of torture suffer in
silence because of cultural taboos, and feelings of shame about what
they went through. People also develop a fear and distrust of people
and therefore withdraw from the community and become socially
isolated. Survivors often feel that their beliefs about the world have
been shattered, with thoughts such as “the world is not a safe place”
and “nobody can be trusted”. All these feelings may start immediately,
or they may appear later on, when the survivors are not only busy with
daily struggles for physical survival. Sometimes these feelings come
and go at different times and stages of life. The struggle for survival
1s made harder by being an asylum seeker where there are significant
barriers to accessing basic human rights such as health and employment,
and hostile racist attitudes in the country. Some torture survivors are
imprisoned on arrival in the host country with no access to assistance
at all. Torture affects not only individuals but also the families and
communities in which they live.

While many people find different ways to cope and survive, some
people have difficulty moving on with their lives. You can help yourself
to find constructive ways of managing to overcome the long-term
consequences of torture as you begin to regain and rebuild your life.

It is hoped that this book will help you to gain some stability as you
work towards reclaiming your life.

20
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SELF CARE

*  Self care is the first step that you can take toward helping yourself.

*  Self care means looking after yourself in a healthy way and includes
taking care of your emotional, physical, and spiritual health.

*  Self care requires taking a compassionate and caring attitude toward
yourself.

* Self care requires that you act in a way that ensures that you can
function as best as possible, while facing the challenges of your past
and present difficulties

* Learning to practice self care can reduce stress and ensure your
short term and long term health

* Each person’s self care plan is different and unique to them.

CHALLENGES TO SELF CARE

Self care can be very challenging for survivors of torture because your
abuser may have made you feel unworthy of Self care by treating you in
a degrading, inhuman and disrespectful manner. Additionally because
of what you have experienced you may not be able to sleep well, you
may not feel like eating healthily and you may not feel like you have
the energy to care for yourself. As an asylum seeker you may work in
physically demanding and multiple jobs, or you may not have a job at
all, you may live in overcrowded, difficult conditions and you may feel
that you do not have the means to eat healthily.

Self care requires the intention to do the best that you can, given the
circumstances. Self care means that you respect yourself, take care
of yourself and that you are compassionate towards yourself. Self
care requires that you treat yourself as the precious human being
that you are.

24
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MY SELF CARE PLAN:

l.

10.

11.
12.

Set your intention to care for yourself better and make a commitment
to do this.

What are some of the self care practices that you currently do? Note
that some of these practices may be good for your well-being and
others may not be so good. For example drinking excessively may
not be healthy but doing physical exercise is healthy for you.

What do you need to do in order to care for your self better? Note
this down for yourself.

How could you better take care of your spiritual well being?
For example: attend a church or a mosque, pray or meditate, walk

in nature, make a list of things that you are grateful for.

How could you better take care of your physical well-being?
For example: eat well, exercise, get enough sleep, dance, stretch
your body etc.

How could you better take care of your emotional well being?
For example: don t isolate yourself, talk to a trusted person, access

available health care services

What are some of the obstacles or barriers you anticipate may stop
you in achieving your goals?

Write down some solutions for overcoming these barriers.
Create a self care plan.

Implement your plan. You may want to start by marking off one
thing that you will try, starting tomorrow. Review this list regularly
and try and add further goals on a weekly basis.

Share your plan with a person you trust

Congratulate yourself for taking care of yourself!

The following section offers some ideas for practicing to take care

of yourself when you feel particularly challenged.
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GROUNDING

People who have experienced trauma in their lives can suffer from
situations where they feel overwhelming emotional pain, often as a
result of the memories of the traumatic event. At these times people
often feel unable to function for periods of time. There are a number of
grounding skills that can help you to feel better immediately, despite the

pain that you may be experiencing.

SIMPLE GROUNDING

Each one of these skills requires practice; the more you practice, the
more automatically you can use these skills when you need them. You

can use them anywhere.

A S A A B S S e

e e e Y = S SEE Oy Y
AN DN B W NN~ O

Sit on a chair

Relax your body

Close your eyes and breathe deeply
Connect to your body

Feel the contact of your feet on the ground
Feel the contact of your body on the chair
Feel your back against the chair

What sensations can you feel in your body?

Take deep breathes

. Slowly open your eyes

. Look around, take in the details
. What colours do you see?

. What shapes do you see?

. What can you smell?

. What can you hear?

. Tell yourself that you are safe now, you are here now.

28
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SAFE PLACE

Repeat steps 1-9 above

1. Imagine a safe place

2. A safe place can be anyone, anything, or anywhere and it does not
have to be a real place.

3. Imagine this safe place in as much detail as you can.

4. What can you see in this image?

5.  What can you hear in this image?

6. What can you smell in this image?

7. How does it feel?

8. Accompany the image of this safe place with words.

9. A word or sentence or song or prayer.

10. Whatever you associate with safety.

11. Imagine the safe place, together with the words and the relaxed
feeling in your body.

12. Allow yourself time to let this feeling of safety take over your being.

SENSORY GROUNDING

When you are in need of grounding you usually feel overwhelmed by

unwanted thoughts, images and senses. It is useful to use all your senses in

order to become grounded in the here and now in order to feel more stable.

VISUAL - Open your eyes and look at what you see around you.

Describe to yourself what you see in great detail in order to ground

yourself in time and space. You can put a picture in your wallet that

soothes you and grounds you. Perhaps a picture of a loved family

member or a place that you associate with safety would be helpful.

Look at the details in the picture.
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AUDITORY- It is useful to have a phrase or prayer that will ground
you in the present and soothe you. For example: “I am okay”, “I am
safe”, “In God I trust” etc. You can also listen to a song or a prayer that
1s powerful for you.

SMELL - Smell is a very powerful in self-soothing and grounding.
Smell has a direct link to the place in the brain where traumatic
memories are stored. You can choose a scent, which is linked for you
with the present, which connects you to a feeling of healing and health.
You can put this on your arm or you can put it on a piece of cloth that
you keep in your pocket. Breathe in deeply when you need to use it. If
you do not have a scent then you can practice breathing in deeply and
finding good smells around you.

TOUCH - It can be helpful to place a small object in your pocket to
touch. It should be an object that you link with healing or safety. For
example, it can be a child’s toy, a piece of cloth, a cross etc. Additionally
it is helpful to ground through touch by “brushing” yourself with
sweeping movements on your arms and legs, place your hands across
your opposite shoulder and tap your back gently. Take ice and hold it in
your hand, let it melt and feel the cold.

Tell yourself that you are okay. That you are here and not “there”,
that you are safe, that you will be okay.
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SLEEP DIFFICULTIES

People who have been tortured very often experience sleep difficulties,
which can be very upsetting and very difficult to deal with. Survivors
can have difficulty falling asleep or difficulty because they wake up in
the night due to nightmares. Often people can not fall asleep as they
are very frightened and constantly feel that they need to be on guard,
ready to protect themselves. For example, an Eritrean asylum seeker
explained how he used to get beaten with a stick every time he fell
asleep at the torture camps in the Sinai. He has difficulty sleeping now
because while being tortured he learnt that he needs to stay awake in
order to protect himself. Now that he is safe, he is still unable to go
to sleep as tiredness reminds him of being beaten and needing to stay
awake. Before bed now, he is anxious and unable to go to sleep.

Nightmares are often a sign that the brain tries to process traumatic
events through re-experiencing the events in dreams. Nightmares are
extremely frightening and disrupt a night’s sleep. Sufferers wake up
upset, often anxious, fearful and unable to go back to sleep. Sufferers
of nightmares are often frightened to go to sleep because they do not
want to experience nightmares. A lack of sleep is extremely disruptive
to normal functioning and can lead to depression and anxiety.

Treating sleep difficulties in people who have been traumatized is
a challenge, and you may want to try out a few of our suggestions until
you find a way to get a better night's sleep.

* Try and stay awake during the day, even of you are tired as this may
ensure a better night's sleep.

* Caffeine, nicotine, and alcohol too close to bedtime may disturb
your ability to fall asleep, as these are stimulants. While alcohol is
well known to speed the onset of sleep, it can also cause disruptive
sleep and can also cause anxiety, which disturbs sleep.
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Physical activity during the day helps to ensure a better night's sleep

Try and get out in the sunshine. Natural light helps maintain a

healthy sleep-wake cycle.

Have a regular relaxing bedtime routine. Some people find that

having a hot shower, drinking a warm drink, trying to avoid

emotionally upsetting conversations and activities before trying to

go to sleep may help.

The following exercise is very helpful with difficulty falling asleep:!

l.

Exhale completely through your mouth, making a whoosh
sound.

Close your mouth and inhale quietly through your nose to a
mental count of five.

Hold your breath for a count of eight.

Exhale completely through your mouth, making a whoosh
sound to a count of eight.

This is one breath. Now inhale again and repeat the cycle three
more times for a total of four breathes.

1

Weil, A (2014) , Three Breathing exercises. Downloaded on 25th February 2015.
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YRPh_GaiL8s
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FLASHBACKS AND NIGHTMARES

FLASHBACKS

*

Flashbacks are unpleasant memories or parts of memories that
suddenly come to mind. The person experiences the memory as
being real at the time of the flashback, although afterwards he or
she realizes this was not real but a memory.

Survivors of torture are often troubled by flashbacks. They can be
very upsetting and frightening, they may disturb getting on with
normal everyday activities, and may cause a feeling of being out of

control.
Flashbacks can last for a few seconds or may be long and detailed.

Flashbacks may not be a complete memory but rather a single part
of a memory, which comes in the form of a physical sensation, such
as a particular smell, sound or a powerful feeling of danger.

Flashbacks are often triggered by something in the present, which
brings back bad memories. Triggers can cause any of the senses to
create a flashback. An example of a trigger is hearing an accent
or language similar to the one that the abuser used, smelling an
unpleasant smell that is related to the abuser such as the smell of
a certain beer, having a physical sensation such as feeling sleepy
(if the abuser did not let you sleep, or beat you to wake up), seeing
a person that looks like your abuser or seeing a place that reminds
you of the abuse.

It is not always easy to know what has caused a flashback to begin.

Flashbacks, while distressing, can sometimes fill gaps in your
memory.
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NIGHTMARES

* Nightmares are distressing dreams that, like flashbacks may remind
you of the abuse that you have experienced in some way.

* They may wake you up in the night and cause you to feel frightened,
upset and confused.

* You may shout in your sleep and toss and turn uncomfortably during
a nightmare.

* Nightmares, like flashbacks, can cause unpleasant feelings in you
that remind you of the abuse.

* You may fear going to sleep because of the unpleasantness of the
nightmares.

POINTS TO REMEMBER:

* Flashbacks and nightmares while very unpleasant are not dangerous.

* They are NOT a sign that you are going mad as they are a NORMAL
reaction to traumatic events.

* Nightmares and flashbacks are your way of trying to make sense
and deal with the memory of the very distressing experiences that
you went through.

* You can learn to gain control of nightmares and flashbacks but this

may take some time and require practice. Be patient with yourself.

TOOLS TO HELP OVERCOME FLASHBACKS

The first step in trying to control flashbacks is to try and find out

what started the flashback. This may require some detective work on

your part, you may need to reflect and observe yourself.

For example a woman survivor noticed that every time she went to

the market, she saw a stall owner that looked like her abuser and she

would experience a flashback. The stall owner was the trigger.
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Recognizing the trigger is the first step to gaining control.

The second step in trying to control flashbacks is to try and recognize

the signs when the flashback is starting. If it has started then:

l.

Focus on your breathing with deep breathes into your belly and out
to the count of four.

Tell yourself that you are in the present and not back in the trauma.
Tell yourself that you are safe now.

You may find it useful to ground yourself by focusing on something
in your surroundings and describing it to your self in great detail.
What can you see? What can you hear? What can you smell? You
may find it useful to carry around an object such as a soft cloth or
picture that you associate with healing and focus on this.

You can practice a phrase, a prayer or a song that can help you to
recognize that you are in the here and now and this may also help
to interrupt the flashback.

Try and refocus your attention by distracting yourself.

This exercise is also very useful for when you wake up after a nightmare.

AN EXERCISE TO COPE WITH REPETITIVE NIGHTMARES

*

*

*

*

Relax your body and mind, finding yourself some quiet time where
you are alone.

Recall a nightmare in as much detail as you can.
Identify the most frightening part of the nightmare.

Imagine that you could change the end of the nightmare to one that
is not frightening and where you are in control. There are no limits
to your imagination. Do whatever you need to do to change the
end of the nightmare to something positive. Decide what action you
would like to take to change the outcome of the nightmare.
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* Re-imagine the dream again in as much detail as possible but this
time with your changed ending until the dream is over.

* Check whether you feel okay or even uplifted at the end of the
dream. If you do not then try and find another solution until you feel
okay at the end of the exercise.

* Practice this exercise a number of times. Be patient with yourself as
it can take time and a lot of practice.

Note that this exercise in itself may help to stop the nightmare or may
assist you in changing the nightmare to a dream. You may want to
practice this before you go to bed.

Two examples of a changing a nightmare through reimagining:

Ali* would dream that he was falling off a cliff to his death. He imagined
that he was just about to fall and as this happened, he grew wings like a
bird and he was able to fly to wherever he wanted, feeling free and safe.

Tsega would have a recurrent nightmare of the abuse that she suffered
on one particular occasion. She re-imagined that her entire family
entered the area where she was about to be abused and the family would
restrain her abuser, put him in a car and take him to the police and that

she was free to go home with her family.

Ongoing nightmares and dreams that disturb your functioning
may require professional help. Please see the section at the end of
this book for “useful contacts”.

2 These names have been changed to protect people’s identity from being known.
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DEPRESSION

“I recall all the bad things. I think about that I have nothing, then
bad things come to mind; I am pensive and thinking a lot. Your

b

mind is overloaded, it makes me a problem.’

“Thinking and thinking - you can spoil your mind because always

thinking about the problem.”

Survivors from the Sinai torture camps.

It i1s very common for survivors of torture to feel depressed.
Depression can affect the way you feel, the way you think, the way you
behave and it can also affect you physically.

* Thoughts: People who are depressed tend to think very negatively,
are self critical, hopeless about the future, can’t concentrate or
remember, may be unmotivated and may have suicidal thoughts.
You may think thoughts such as “the world is an evil place, I will
never get over my experiences”, “ I will never get a job”, “ I'm
useless and worthless”™. It is common to dwell on these thoughts.

* Feelings: Symptoms of depression may include feelings of sadness,
guilt, shame, general irritability and anger. You may find yourself
crying easily and feeling hopeless about your life and your future.

* Behaviors: You may find yourself feeling low in energy and keeping
away from people and activities that you used to enjoy. It may be
difficult to get going, even to do things that you have to do, such as
going to work.

* Physical changes associated with depression can be difficulty
sleeping or sleeping too much, changes in appetite, lack of energy,
fatigue or tiredness.
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* The way you feel, act and think all influence each other and can
make you feel more depressed. For example: A negative thought
such as “I am useless” will influence your behaviour in that you may
withdraw from people, this can cause you to feel sadder, the sadder
you feel, perhaps the less you eat and the less you sleep, creating
even more negative thinking such as “I will never get better and
have a good life” and so you may withdraw more and feel worse.
You can stop this vicious cycle.

WHAT CAN HELP YOUR DEPRESSION?

The following are tips to help you to help yourself with your depression.
However, if you feel that you are at serious risk of harming yourself you
should get help immediately from a doctor. Asking for help can lift your
depression.?

1. KINDNESS AND SELF COMPASSION

In order to make changes you need to be very kind and compassionate to
yourself. Try and treat yourself as you would someone that you dearly
love and cherish. Give yourself the encouragement and understanding
that you deserve.

2. SMALL STEPS

Any positive small changes in the way you think or act can make small
gradual changes in the way you feel. The journey to recovery is in your
hands; take small steps each day, no matter how small.

3. GET ACTIVE

If you are depressed you may find yourself doing less than you used to
and even stopping to do the things you used to enjoy or that you have

3 Ifyou are seriously depressed in that it is interfering with your ability to work
and socialize you may want to consider medication, which is very common in
Western countries to treat depression. It does not have to be long term and can
accompany other efforts you are making to help yourself.
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to do such as going to work. Although you may feel like keeping away
from activities, it is best for your depression that you try to slowly get
back to doing things, even if you do not enjoy them at first. This can
include socializing with friends, going out for a walk or just getting out
of bed and doing chores in your home.

It may be difficult for you to make decisions and to think about doing
things that you should be doing. Research on assisting depressed people
has shown that making a realistic schedule of activities for the next day
and trying to stick to it can be very helpful.

4. REMEMBER WHO YOU WERE

Try and remember who you were before your experiences of torture
and trauma. What did you enjoy? What used to help you? How did you
bounce back from the small difficulties in life? Try and recall the things
you used to do to survive and slowly try them. (For example: Did you
find prayer helpful? Did you talk to a friend? Did you like cooking?
Reading? Exercising?) If they helped you then, they may help you now.

5. APPEAL TO YOUR HIGHER SELF

How would you like to be behaving and responding to life, what advice
can you give to yourself? Do you have a person in mind that you admire?
This can be friend or a famous person or any person you have met in
your life. Try and imagine how they would deal with the situation that
you find yourself in. What would be their advice?

6. OBSERVE YOUR THOUGHTS

It is helpful to observe your thoughts without judgement. You may find
that some of your thoughts are overly negative about yourself, about
other people, your past or your future. You may find yourself going
over and over the same thoughts in your head. The more negatively you
think, the worse you feel.

Here are some suggestions of how you can take control of your thoughts
and therefore reduce your depression:
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Focus on the here and now. Don't overly think about the past or the
future. Take one day at a time, one minute at a time.

Allow your thoughts and feelings to come up without judging them or
reacting to them. Observe your thoughts and just accept them for now.
It is helpful to focus on your breathing rather than on your thoughts.

Try and encourage yourself and give yourself helpful advice such as
“1 will be okay”, “ I will survive this”, “I am not to blame” etc.

Focus every morning on three things that you are grateful for. Think

about them and visualize them.

7. SUICIDAL THOUGHTS

Some survivors of torture have suicidal thoughts at some point in their

recovery. This does not mean you are going mad and it is certainly not

unusual. Having thoughts about suicide is very different from acting on

the thoughts. Notice your feelings and don't be afraid of them. If you

do have suicidal thoughts then you can create a plan to prevent suicide,

which will give you some release from your pain and keep you safe. It

is best to create this plan when you are not feeling so desperate.

l.

Write down all the reasons why you should live. Keep this in your
wallet so that you can read it and remind yourself of it when you do
feel desperate.

Write down a list of numbers that you should call for help when you
feel at your worst. (For example: An aid organization, a doctor’s
clinic, and a trusted friend.)

Look at the coping strategies discussed above, see what you can try
and do in order to help yourself.

Make a contract with yourself that you will not kill yourself. If you
can make this contract with a trusted person then that is very helpful.
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ANGER

“As I walked out the door toward the gate that would lead to my
freedom, I knew if I didn't leave my bitterness and hatred behind,
1'd still be in prison.”

Nelson Mandela

Anger is an important emotion, as important as all other emotions. It is
a healthy, common and normal response. Many revolutions may have
not occurred if it were not for the anger that people felt, that motivated
them to create change.

Survivors of torture may feel very angry at what has happened to
them, at the perpetrator of the abuse, at others for not understanding or
helping or at themselves for reacting the way they did. People may feel
mild anger or alternately may feel an overwhelming intense anger that
colors everything that they do and affects their relationships. If you are
especially likely to get very angry as a result of your experiences, then
this section can help you. While you cannot control what other people
do or say to make you feel angry, you can control your own reactions
and you can find healthy ways to express your anger.

In healing from anger AIM TO:

* Use the anger as a motivator to heal yourself;
* Control your anger rather than letting the anger overwhelm you;

* Express your anger constructively so that you do not take it out on
the wrong people who are often the ones that love and support you;

* Care for yourself and avoid harming yourself or blaming yourself
for what has happened to you;

* Use the anger to help fight for justice;
*  Stop and think before you respond.
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BREAKING THE VICIOUS CYCLE OF ANGER

Ooo
o°oO °

Tngger or © Physical Negative Anger
Sltuatlon O Reactions Thoughts 9

BE AWARE OF YOUR PHYSICAL REACTIONS, WHICH CAN SERVE AS A
WARNING SIGN THAT YOU ARE GETTING ANGRY.

There are many ways to cope with anger so that the anger does not

get out of control and make life worse for you. There are signs in your

body that can serve as warnings to you that your anger is getting out

of control. Anger is a normal physical response. The angrier you get,

the more your body responds. Be aware of your anger warning signs

and identify which ones are relevant to you.

*

*

Tensing your shoulders
Clenching your hands or jaw
Sweating and feeling hot
Fast breathing

Moving around restlessly

Pounding heart

CONTROL YOUR BODILY REACTIONS

1.

2.

Become aware of your own personal warning signs that your anger is
getting out of control. This in itself can help slow down your reactions

Relax yourself physically. For example you can relax your shoulders
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by rolling them or gently massaging them, unclench your fists,
breathe slowly and deeply from the abdomen. This counteracts the
rising tension in your body.

3. Focusing on the physical sensations of anger often makes you feel
less angry.

4. Remove yourself from the situation if you feel that you cannot control

your reactions and give yourself time and space to calm down.

5. Count slowly to ten before you react in any way, if you are still not
calm then start again until you feel yourself calmer and quieter.

6. Distract yourself by doing or thinking about something else.

OBSERVE YOUR THOUGHTS

Relaxing your body is the first step to breaking the anger cycle. Next it
1s very important to become aware of your negative THOUGHTS that
are helping to make you feel angrier. The way you think influences your
bodily responses and influences your feelings and behavioral reactions.
It is not a situation, alone which makes someone get very angry, but
rather perceptions, attitudes thoughts about the situation. What makes
one person very angry may not cause the same reaction in another
person. You can:

1. Increase your self-awareness — get to know yourself better and
learn to recognise your most unhelpful thoughts

2. Challenge these thoughts

3. Discover more helpful strategies

The way you feel influences the way you think. Relaxing your mind can
help to relax your body and relaxing your body can help to relax your
mind. If your mind and body are relaxed then you may feel less angry
and you may be able to control your reactions.
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TRY THIS EXERCISE:

When you are not angry then practice the following four-step exercise,

imagining a time when you were angry. Practicing this can help you to

control your thoughts when you feel that your anger is being triggered.

l.

Think of a time when you got angry (THE SITUATION).

For example your boss shouts at you at work.

Identify negative thoughts that trigger your anger
For example: “He does not respect me, he is discriminating against

)

me, he does not understand me etc.’

Note: While we all have negative thoughts, we are not always aware
of them, we are not necessarily in control of them and only through
observing them and identifying them can we start to control them.
The following questions can help you to identify your negative
thoughts and help you to understand yourself better:

* What was going through my mind just before I started to feel
this way?

* What images or memories do I have in this situation?

Try and get deeper into your thinking. Negative thoughts are like a
downward spiral and catching your thoughts before they get extreme
can have a positive effect on your behaviour and the outcome. Look
at the example below of the downward spiral of negative automatic
thoughts that may go through your head and note that asking yourself
a question such as “what if that is true” can help you to go deeper.

EXAMPLES:

I am being treated unfairly.
Ask yourself: “What if that is true”?

He is discriminating against me because I am an asylum seeker.
Ask yourself: “What if that is true”?
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He thinks I am stupid and incapable because I do not speak his
language properly.
Ask yourself: “What if that is true™?

He thinks he can treat me like dirt and disrespect me and I will stand
here and not react and not do anything and just listen to what he says.
Ask yourself: “What if that is true™?

I have had enough of being treated badly and abused.
Ask yourself: “What if that is true”?

I will show him, and stick up for myself.
AND SO ON...

Once you have begun to identify your negative angry thoughts, you
can help yourself to control your angry thoughts by soothing self-
talk and challenging your thoughts by asking yourself the following:

* Is this so important considering everything I have to deal with?
*  Will this be important in 5 years time?

* How would someone else react such as Mother Theresa or
Nelson Mandela?

* Am I reacting appropriately?

* [s 1t really worth getting angry about it?

* s my response appropriate to the situation?

* What will be the consequences of my actions?

*  What if I just walked away?

Practice this exercise daily until you begin to do it automatically

when you begin to feel angry.
Here are some ADDITIONAL ideas that can help you to relax and
control your anger:
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Keep things in perspective by taking a step back from the situation.
Put yourself in the other person’s situation.

Keep your sense of humour.

Remove yourself from the situation.

Distract yourself by listening to music or picturing yourself in a
favorite place.

Prayer or meditation can help to control anger.

Try and find a way to expend energy in a positive way such as
running, walking, building or making something etc.

Practice relaxation exercises suggested in this book.
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GUILT AND BLAME

It is very normal to feel guilt after a trauma has occurred. It is almost
universal that people blame themselves for what they did, how they
acted or how they felt. People can spend a lot of time and emotional
energy replaying the traumatic incident and trying to figure out what
they could have done differently.

WHAT MAY HELP?

UNDERSTANDING

During a traumatic event your body is in survival mode and your
biological system takes over. You did what you needed to do to survive.
You reacted normally given the circumstances at the time, which were
not normal. Remember that you act and behave and feel differently when
you are under threat. When you are safe and secure, your behaviour
in traumatic circumstances may seem strange and out of character. Be
understanding to yourself. There are things that are not in our control
and are not preventable. Accept this and forgive yourself.

COMPASSION

An important aspect of coming to terms with the trauma is to be kind and
compassionate towards yourself, as you would be to someone you love
dearly who has been through a similar event. Imagine that someone you
know and love had been through a similar trauma to you. Think of why
they are not to blame and why it is the abuser who is responsible. Ask
yourself: What does this person need in order to feel better? Imagine
that your words are what the person needs to feel better in this world.

ACCEPT AND FORGIVE

Accept that whatever you did, you needed to do at the time and forgive
yourself.
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SHARING

Talk to someone you trust. Depending on the culture you may feel
surprised at the relief and acceptance and support that you feel by
sharing your thoughts. Receiving acceptance makes it more difficult to
hold on to your belief that you are to blame.

CHALLENGE YOUR THOUGHTS

Write down why you think you are to blame.
Challenge these thoughts with the following questions:

1. What other explanations might there be?
How much power did I have to influence what happened?
How did things seem to me at the time?

How could I have known what was going to happen?

How would someone else, an onlooker explain my behaviour?

2

3

4

5. What did I do that was helpful?

6

7. How would I explain the behaviour if it happened to a friend?
8

Who else could be blamed for what happened?
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SEXUAL ABUSE*

What is sexual abuse?

Sexual abuse or sexual assault is any act of a sexual nature where
one person has not consented or agreed.

Sexual abuse may involve physical violence, but it doesn’t have to. It is
still sexual abuse if there was no physical violence.

Sexual abuse often involves emotional abuse, threats or blackmail.
Sexual abuse can happen to anyone.

Sexual abuse is an abuse of power by one person or group of people.
Sexual abuse is a crime.

Effects of sexual abuse

Many of the effects of torture described in this book are relevant to
survivors of sexual abuse. This chapter focuses on effects that are
specifically connected to victims of sexual abuse. Please see the chapter
on “effects of torture”, at the beginning of this book for further effects
of sexual abuse.

1. Suffering alone

If you are a victim of sexual abuse you may be suffering in silence and
suffering alone because you:

* Are aware that your culture blames the victim for being sexually
abused;

* Are frightened that someone will find out and that you will be
shunned by your community;

*  Worry that you will be shamed and blamed for what has happened to
you,

4 This chapter has been written specifically with Eritreans in mind who were the
greatest victims of sexual abuse in the Sinai.
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* May be afraid of people gossiping about you, therefor making your
suffering worse;

* May feel ashamed and blame yourself for what has happened;

* May feel that there is no point in telling people as in your culture it
is not acceptable to talk about negative things in your life;

* If you are a man then the feelings of shame and fear are extreme.
Specifically you may fear that that people will regard you as a
homosexual, or you fear that being sexually abused may actually
make you a homosexual.

It is natural to feel this way. Many men and women who are victims
of sexual assault remain silent about their experiences.

While remaining silent may have been the safest thing to do, sometimes
keeping silent may be unhelpful. This may be the case if you are suffering
so much that you are not able to get on with your life. If this is the case you
may want to think about sharing your difficulties with a trusted person. The
trusted person can be a professional person who is trained to help survivors
of abuse and is required by law to keep confidence. (See the last section for a
list of places where professional help is available) You can also try and find
one person that you trust who you feel courageous enough to talk to. You
can choose this person because you believe they will listen to you and not
judge you. Remember that you are not alone; there are sadly thousands of
people in your community who have been through similar experiences like
you. They also feel the need to remain silent and they share your distress.

2. Relationship problems

Difficulties in relationships as a result of sexual abuse are common.
Some people who have been abused report the following difficulties:

* Difficult trusting people — you may feel that trusting people or
letting people get close is dangerous.
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* Guilt and worry about your current partner discovering your sexual
abuse as this may lead to further victimization and rejection.

*  Difficulties with any sexual intimacy as it may remind you of your abuse.

* Avoidance of potential intimate relationships because of the fear
that you will be rejected by a partner if they find out about your past
or because of a fear of intimacy.

* You may view any expression of care or attention as a sign of sexual
interest.

* Discomfort with any form of touch that is not of a sexual nature

* Having many sexual relationships.

In trying to heal from sexual abuse it 1s important to surround yourself with
people that you feel safe with and with whom you can work on building
trust and intimacy with. Take time and be kind to yourself, taking small
steps towards achieving your goals. While it makes sense that you may
have difficulty-trusting people, mistrust can get in the way of meaningful
relationships in your life. It is possible to heal from sexual abuse and
to go on to having deep and meaningful relationships. This requires
communication with your partner, belief in you ability to heal, self care
and self compassion. The abuser should not be given the power to destroy
your potential for love and intimacy in your life.

3. Pregnancy

As a result of being raped you may have become pregnant which
resulted in an abortion, giving a child up for adoption or having a child
that is a result of rape.

Whether you felt relief, guilt, regret, or sadness, you made a choice
to survive the terrible circumstances you went through. Try and focus
compassion and loving kindness toward yourself for the choice that you

made to survive your circumstances.
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4. Shame and blame

Many survivors say that the feeling of shame comes from the commonly
held view of the community that survivors are at fault, that survivors
are prostitutes and that survivors could have prevented what happened
to them. Many people feel that they should not feel ashamed for what
happened to them, as they recognize that it was not their fault. They say
that anyone who survived the torture camps in the Sinai would know
that it was not their fault.

YOU ARE NOT TO BLAME FOR WHAT HAPPENED TO YOU.
The rapist is to blame for what happened to you. You did the best you
could to survive the terrible circumstances that you were in and you can
congratulate yourself for surviving. There are up to 7000 survivors of
torture living in Israel and many of them were sexually abused. None of
them invited this or wanted this. None of them are to blame. You have
nothing to be ashamed of.
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STRESS AND ANXIETY

WHAT IS ANXIETY?

Anxiety is a normal human emotion that everyone experiences at times.
Many people feel anxious, or nervous, when faced with making an
important decision or when facing other problems such as problems
at work. Anxiety is a natural response and while it may feel very
uncomfortable it is not harmful to you.

Extreme anxiety can cause such distress that it interferes with your
ability to lead a normal life. For people with extreme anxiety, worry
and fear can take over your life. Anxiety is the feeling we get when our
body responds to a frightening or threatening experience. It can take
many forms including worrying all the time, physical tension, panic and
fear. It has been called the fight, flight or freeze response. It is simply
the response your body has when it is preparing to defend itself and deal
with situations that are perceived to be life-threatening or that endanger
one’s physical or emotional well being.

WHY DO PEOPLE WHO HAVE EXPERIENCED TRAUMATIC
LIFE EVENTS FEEL ANXIOUS?

“Someone bitten by the snake is scared by the rope”.

Eritrean proverb

Many people who experience a traumatic event overestimate the
likelihood of going through another trauma. This may make people feel
anxious about their current safety and future. People may also get very
anxious when reminded of the trauma. For example, the sound, sight
or smell that reminds one of someone who attacked them may cause
reactions that they experienced during the traumatic event. During the
trauma these anxiety reactions helped you to act in the way in which your
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survival system at the time thought would be best for you. Now these

reactions may interfere with your ability to lead a normal life. Although

these reactions are not harmful, they are not helpful in situations where

there is no danger and situations where you don’t need the protection.

These are some of the different reactions of anxiety related to trauma.

Symptoms vary depending on the person, but general symptoms

include:

Difficulty falling or staying asleep

Irritability or outbursts of anger

Difficulty with concentration and memory

Being especially watchful, constantly looking out for potential danger.
Jumping easily when startled

Feelings of panic, fear, and uneasiness

Uncontrollable, obsessive thoughts

Repeated thoughts or flashbacks of traumatic experiences

Nightmares

Bodily reactions may include:

*

*

*

Cold or sweaty hands or feet

Shortness of breath

Palpitations

Dizziness

An 1nability to be still and calm

Dry mouth

Numbness or tingling in the hands and feet
Nausea

Muscle tension
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WHAT IS A PANIC ATTACK

Panic attacks occur when you feel the above unpleasant physical
symptoms in an extreme form that make you feel out of control and
completely overwhelmed by your anxiety. While they may make you
feel very uncomfortable and may be frightening, panic attacks cannot
harm you and are usually over within 10 — 15 minutes.

WHAT MAY HELP?

* Tell yourself that you are safe now.

* Tell yourself that you are having a normal reaction to an abnormal
situation and that it will be over soon.

* Becoming aware of what triggered off your panic attack may as this
help you to feel more in control.

* Practice controlled breathing (described below), this type of
breathing helps you body to relax and to feel calm.

Controlled breathing

When anxious, breathing tends to be shallow and fast and causes over
breathing, which causes the physical symptoms of panic. You can learn
to control your breathing by practicing it, time and time again. It is best
to practice when you are feeling less stressed.

How to do controlled breathing?
*  Sit comfortably, upright in a chair.

* Relax your body as much as you can as you take in deep regular
breaths through your nose, into the bottom of your lungs, filling
them, as your stomach expands like a balloon.

* Your mouth should be shut when you inhale and you should exhale
slowly out of your mouth.
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Keep your breathing even, slow and steady.

You may feel that you are not getting enough air and want to take
gulps. This is normal, and you will soon see that slow and controlled
breathing helps reduce your anxiety.

You should breathe in and out about eight times a minute.

Try and put all your attention on your breathing and keep going
until you begin to feel calmer.

Thoughts may try and enter your mind. That is fine, let them enter
as guests and then leave, all the time focusing on your breath until
you manage to take control of your breathing.

If you find yourself in a situation when your panic is out of control,
then take a brown paper bag, put it over your mouth and nose and
breathe into it normally. If a paper bag is not available, then cup
your hands over your mouth and nose and do the same.

Congratulate your self on your ability to control your breathing and
manage your panic.
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PHOBIAS and AVOIDANCE

A phobia is a constant and excessive fear of a person, place or object
that is not in fact dangerous.

As a survivor of torture you may have developed a phobia that is
connected with memories of the torture. The fear is usually irrational
as the person place or object that you fear now is usually not a
threat. It may remind you of the fearful situation and may make you
feel as bad as you did at the time of the abuse.

The fearful situation usually causes panic and anxiety as described above.

The phobia may stop you getting on with your life, and may cause
you to avoid situations, people or places so as to avoid feeling afraid.

You can learn to overcome your fear by practicing to manage your
anxiety, cope with panic attacks and practice grounding skills as
described in the “self care” chapter of this book.

Additionally you can work on these phobias so that they do not
interfere with your life.

WHAT KEEPS A FEAR GOING?

*

*

Avoiding a situation that you think is frightening once, usually
means that you will avoid it the next time as well. Gradually the fear
of the situation gets bigger and bigger until you develop a phobia.

Avoidance does not reduce the fear in the long term. It actually
increases it. This is because you do not give yourself the opportunity
to learn that what you are afraid of, is not in fact dangerous.

Your phobia will not go away unless you work on it. This takes time
and practice.
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ATOOL TO HELP OVERCOME PHOBIAS

A fear can be reduced the more you practice confronting the fear in
small manageable steps:

1. Define a phobia or fear that you would like to overcome. For
example: A fear of leaving the house.

2. Make a goal that you would like to achieve that is specific: For example:
[ want to be able to go to the market alone and do my shopping.

You will be able to help yourself by:

Slowly trying to face the feared situation in small manageable steps.
Each step is individual and unique to you. Practice each step, and only
when you no longer feel frightened, go on to the next step. You may need
to repeat the step on several occasions before you feel confident to try the
next step. Remember to use all the skills that you have learnt so far to

help you feel more relaxed, less anxious and able to cope with each step.

FOR EXAMPLE:
GOAL:TO GO TO THE MARKET ALONE

1. Leave the house with a friend and sit outside for five minutes.

2. Leave the house for five minutes alone with a friend waiting for
you inside.

Leave the house for five minutes alone.
Leave the house for ten minutes alone with a friend waiting inside.
Leave the house for ten minutes alone.

Walk to the end of the street with a friend.

NS kW

Walk to the end of the street alone with your friend watching you
from a distance.

8.  Walk to the end of the street alone.

104



W 0% THTHFOXH Hch“IH aPACh.,

GCch. HEEA NH¢h I AIPIPL: 9o TG POk £:99 h9° GP7 NPT LLF
K78 AAT 9°A T1TI° AR

1. 1k t@& LA, 409 DY &Cch. & TaNTE: TH THL 186 P& 4-ch

2. NTOFPL WTLA. BF RIZCT TANTE 018 G0 TP N9PHL HEALY
hoLel AL:

AL £97 (H. HOON Ak Shiih:
0 NP0 rah SNE NP WFPRAC ThAA it FPAST TN OnG AT
79N OANPPTT FALTT AT 180 ONE O L7 hAN §Ch. HeTOT1%0
htaoian: eo0A: GNF TPRA N9 & GNF hAAet ATt P,
+ATIY T gPRLh 1 PRavet A9t Ml HELAAS ADNTL T hhets
Lo0Ak::

haN e, +977Che HAD GbetE T He4 vSA TRHNO<7T TaPhet+n HINY
o0 160 OnG AT TPt AAHACIHTA PPHNET® P&,

a0t

o 60 082 NL7H F°HE:

1L 7%ChTR AN H 1960 Thoo it L8P A0 £1 he NA=

2. 9ChA A0 M A0 087H AN 21 he NA=

3. HhH 1980 oot LEP 187TH O-Rh:

4. M 9°0 9CHA 1960 7900+ 8FP ANl &1 FGoh=

5. MO 1960 1GACH LEP @k

6. haN ae®8xF 15 9°0 gChh +39H::

7. haN aP@8xF 125 NG TH AGHa%Hh GChH A990&L 79tz
8. hafl ev@8hF 125 (TR +A%GH::

105



10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

17.

Go to a local shop with a friend and return with a friend.

Go to the local shop with a friend and return alone.

Go to the local shop and back home alone.

Go to two shops alone and return home.

Go to the shops alone and spend thirty minutes at the shops.
Go to the market with a friend and come home straight away.

Go to the market with a friend and shop alone as the friend watches

you from a distance.
Go to the market alone and go home straight away.

GO TO THE MARKET ALONE AND SHOP.
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PAIN

Survivors of torture frequently suffer from chronic pain and physical
complaints.

You may experience physical pain as a result of the physical torture
you experienced (such as beatings or electric shocks) or you may
also experience physical pain that is medically unexplained. This can
be extremely frustrating as no cause or cure is offered for your pain.
Unexplained pain does not mean that you are not in pain and is actually
very common in people who have experienced traumatic events. Pain

can be your body’s way of remembering or expressing the trauma.

The pain may make it difficult for you to function as well as you
would want. This can cause other difficulties such as increased stress,
depression anxiety and perhaps financial difficulties as a result of

unemployment.

The pain as a result of torture is a terrible consequence and reminder of
what you have been through. You may find that reminders of the trauma
can cause your pain to get worse and increasing pain in turn can trigger
memories of the torture.

Tips to cope with chronic pain®

* Gentle exercise can help to lessen the pain by blocking pain signals
to the brain and improving your mood. You will need to be careful
about the type of exercise you do.

5 Tips to cope with pain have been adapted from:
www.nhs.uk/Livewell/Pain/Pages/10painself-helptips.aspx
http://www.webmd.com/pain-management/guide/11-tips-for-living-with-chronic-pain
http://www.apa.org/helpcenter/chronic-pain.aspx
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Distract yourself so that the pain is not the only thing on your
mind. Try and get involved in activities that you enjoy. The pain
may not go away but you will be getting on with enjoyable activities
that will increase your quality of life.

Connect with people. Coping with persistent pain can be a lonely
struggle. While being in company reduces isolation and loneliness,
it may help combat stress and decrease your perception of your pain.

Pace your activities each day and know your limitations.

Sleep routines are important. Try and go to bed at the same time and
wake up at the same time in the morning. Research has indicated
that sleep deprivation can worsen pain.

Avoid drinking too much alcohol as this can make sleep problems

WOrsc.

Breathing and Relaxation techniques can help to reduce pain. See
the sections on relaxation in this manual in the self care section.

Listening to music that you love can help you to relax and can help
to make pain more bearable.

Visit a doctor if possible to help you find methods to manage your

pain.

Set your intention to let yourself live as full a life as possible,
while you are finding ways to deal with the pain as best you can.

Congratulate yourself for any progress that you are making, no
matter how small.
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REBUILDING YOUR LIFE

The process of recovery may take time; give yourself the time you need
with patience and loving care.

* Remember who you were and how you coped with difficulties in
life prior to your traumatic experiences. Try and use some of these
coping strategies that used to help you in the past. (For example:
humour, prayer, singing etc.)

* Recovering and healing is a process and it takes hard work every day.
* Keep going, one step at a time, and do not give up
*  Make healthy choices to aid you in your recovery.
* Reach out to others and ask for help when needed

* Focus on finding beauty and peace within the challenges of life
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FAMILY, FRIENDS & THE COMMUNITY

Torture does not only affect you, it can also impact your relationship
with family and friends as well as the way you feel in your community.
You may feel like a different person to the one you were before you
experienced your trauma. Family and friends may have difficultly
understanding and relating to you now. They may want to help but they
may not know how. It may be helpful to share this booklet with people
close to you. They may be as confused and worried about you as you
are about yourself. This booklet will help them to better understand
that your reactions are completely normal and that your reactions are
not a sign of weakness. It might also make it easier for you to talk to
them about what you are experiencing if they read this book. There are
7000 asylum seekers who are survivors of torture in Tel Aviv. You are
not alone in having these feelings. Talking to people and engaging in
activities 1s an important part of your recovery and can make you feel
better. Expressing your feelings in a positive way to trusted family or
friends can be very helpful. This is much more helpful than expressing
your feelings in a negative way such as perhaps lashing out at people you
love, or avoiding your feelings through abuse of alcohol for example.

It 1s well known that social support is very important in recovery from
torture. Try and reach out to the people you love and trust even if they
are not with you. If they are not with you, then communicate with them
regularly by phone and social media. Traditions and norms from your
culture may mean that you do not feel safe or comfortable to talk about
what you have gone through with even the people that are closest to
you. This is okay, but gain their support and help in the best way you
can, and keep in touch with them anyway.
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Dr Diddy Mymin Kahn is a
clinical psychologist and trauma
specialist in humanitarian aid and
intervention. She has over 22 years
experience working in the UK,
Hong Kong, Israel, Sierra Leone,
and Haiti as a psychologist, supervisor, trainer and group facilitator. She has been
involved in assisting African refugees in Tel Aviv since 2009, managing a psycho
social service and co-founding an arts-based women’s empowerment NGO for
refugees surviving trafficking, torture, and gender-based-violence (GBV).
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Sister Azezet Habtezghi Kidane (known as Sister Aziza) originally from Eritrea,
is @ member of the Comboni Missionary Sisters. From 2010, She has acted as an
advocate, counselor, nurse and spiritual leader of the African refugee community
in Israel. She has specifically focused attention on what was happening in the
Sinai: enslavement for sexual exploitation, and torture of asylum seekers. She was
honored by the US State department as a "Hero of our time - Acting to End Modern
Slavery" in recognition of her efforts to combat human trafficking in 2012.
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