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Things are not just as you see them:
my tribute to an Iraqi friend

by Frank Kihere

The apparition

Last year, late at night, as Christmas
approached, 1 lay inside my cubical cell at
one of the asylum prisons across the South
East of England, wondering whether music
had driven me out of my country. Was my
reason for going into exile far less serious
than any other person could imagine? After
all, if someone can go mad because of the
sensitivity of the sound of music, why could
not a similar sénsitivity drive one out of his
homeland? As | was coming to terms with
my imagination, a guard on duty pushed
open the door to usher in a new prisoner, an
{raqi lad who had miraculously managed to
flee the tirade of fire in his homeland, cross-
ing mountains, valleys, plains, rivers and
even oceans in search of freedom.

When | set eyes on him, he was enough to
make a sane person scream with fright. He
had slipped from the gallows of hell and
cheated death. His eyes were prominent

- and protruding, his hair colour had turned
muddy, rather brownish, like someone suf-
fering from malnutrition, and his face mir-
rored what is seen and heard today in iraq.
He was short of breath, pale, wary, lacked

sleep, and would at times speak in tongues,
muttering mysteriously in a disjointed mix-
ture of English and some other alien lan-
guage whose words | couldn’t understand at
all. The whole impression was of a man
trembling in the grip of fear.

From his fragmented speech, | learned that
“his name was Fazil. | was keen to find out
about his background, but the more | looked
at him, the more claustrophobic and short of
speech he became. | realized that any
questions, in addition to those he had
already faced, would only cause him more
havoc. And indeed, in him, | saw

the real reflection of our life as refugees.
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Frank Kihere at St James’s Piccadilly, after
‘the service on Palm Sunday.

Whenever | woke up in the night, | would
see his eyes wide open, at times seated on
the edge of his bed, but getting up at regular
intervals, inspecting every corner of the cell.
He told me of the continuous nightmares he
was having every time he tried to sleep, and
that's why he could not get a wink of sleep. |
tried to be a healer, to tend, nurture and
nurse him just like a brother.

Then suddenly, after making a new friend in

him, in two days | was transferred to
" another prison about 40 miles away. It was
so abrupt that | didn’t even get a chance to
.say goodbye to my dear brother Fazil.
Today | am haunted by a sense of guilt that
| didn't do enough to help him, but what else
could | have done? So far, | haven't heard
- from him and | don't know his whereabouts.
Could he have been repatriated to Iraq in
the rush of repatriations dictated by today’s
times, and subsequently martyred? God
only knows, but like any other lost comrade,
the message is ‘Adieu Fazil’

Press hypocrisy, double standards
and politics '

A lot has been said about refugees and
asylum-seekers in Britain. Negative press
reports have portrayed asylum-seekers as
parasites and undesirables. Inflammatory
articles have grabbed headlines, even

suggesting that illegal immigrants are
running Britain. This media frenzy and
political rhetoric has undermined the
progress that has been made towards a
cohesive community united against
adversity and has only exacerbated the
situation further.

It's an act of total hypocrisy, double stan-
dards and political manoevring when politi- -
cians and the press take a swipe at dicta-
tors but forget about the products of such
dictatorial regimes. Today, the increasing
numbers of refugees worldwide are a
reflection of how precarious some parts of

the world have become. Those in political

power need to get their act together in order
to identify the problem and find a solution.
in Britain today, the biggest numbers of
refugees have come from Somalia, Congo,
iraq, Afghanistan, and maybe Zimbabwe.
All these countries have been destabilized -
by war, tyranny and oppression. Innocent
people have been persecuted individually,
while others have had their lives wrecked by
the disorder. The situation has not been
helped by the introduction of malevolent
policies like the blanket denial of work to
asylum-seekers. This has caused great dis-
tress among asylum-seekers, who don't
want to be a burden on the state. But then
they're left with no other source of income
than to scrounge from the public, or earn it
through illegal means. -

It's in everyone's interest that the public
debate on asylum be based on evidence
rather than assumption, and that it step
back from the day-to-day political rhetoric
and public anxiety that surround the whole
issue. Only identification of the root causes
of mass immigration can provide a definitive
answer to the problems it presents.

| am enormously grateful to Puck de Raadt
of the Bail Circle, and to the community at
St James's Piccadilly, for their unconditional,
superb support, care and love they have
extended to me throughout the very trying,
endless struggles | have been put through.
Thank you very much, and may the Lord
reward you accordingly and abundantly.
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Passage to heaven
by Rachel Lewis

The work of Passage House

‘Without Passage House | would still be on
drugs and living on the streets,’ says
Jacilene da Almedia Barbosa, aged 14.

Passage House in Recife, north-east Brazil,
is a safe haven for vulnerable girls who are
at risk of ending up on the streets. Many of
the girls at Passage House come from slum
areas where violence and abuse is common
place. Before joining the centre the girls are
often aggressive and abuse drugs and
alcohol. Some are even forced to sell their
bodies to survive. Passage House offers the
girls counseliing, health care, nutritious
meals and a space to grow and develop as
girls and teenagers. '

The House was set up in 1987 by lawyer
Ana Vasconcelos and her sister, Cristina
Vasconcelos, a psychologist. Ana spent time
talking to the girls, finding out what drove
them to such desperate measures and
what support they needed to change their
situations. Meetings were impromptu and
would take place on the street as there was
nowhere else for them to meet. Many of the
girls thought that Ana was crazy because

Percussion class at Passage House.

she wanted to spend time with them, but
they liked the fact that she created a safe
environment in which they were free to
discuss problems without the pressures of
social status or hierarchy.

Ana recognized that these young girls were
very fragile, facing violence and sexual abuse
on a regular basis, often within their own
families and even by the police on the streets.
Many girls chose to spend time on the streets
in order to escape abusive family members.
They felt that being there would give them
more control over their own lives, as
opposed to being victims of abuse at home.

Girls on the Passage
to Life programme.
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Janydarte Conceicao Feitosa da Silva.

Recife has long suffered high levels of
unemployment and massive under-invest-
ment in public services, especially in poor-
slum areas. There is also a deep-seated
prejudice against girls and women, who are
often regarded as second-class citizens.
Added to this is a lack of political support for
. giris and women trying to change thelr
somal and economic situation.

'Breaking the cycle of abuse

Ana realized there was an urgent need for
someone to look out for teenage girls from
poor backgrounds. Although some charities
existed to support vulnerable boys, there
was nothing similar focusing on the needs of
young girls. Ana believed that if these girls
were educated and received counselling
they could break the cycle of abuse often
passed from parents to children.

One of the girls currently at Passage House
illustrates this situation. Isla Carla Correia,
now aged 14, left home when she was 7
because her mother used to beat her with
iron rods and throw salt into her wounds.

‘| want to change, which is why I've started
going to Passage House,’ she said. ‘i don’t
want to use drugs anymore and Passage
House is helping me to avoid them.’

In the early days, when Ana and Cristina
conducted research among the girls living
on the streets, they described their everyday
life as a ‘Passage to Hell." Ana asked them
"how they could build a ‘Passage to Heaven'’

instead, and together they found a way to

- help.

Escaping poor home lives

Ana and Cristina offered the girls opportuni-
ties they would otherwise not have. Cristina
was inspired by the story of one young girl,
who, when asked to depict her life in a
drawing, drew a house leaning precariously
to one side, on the edge of collapse. It was
this ‘house’ that led her to the streets, into
sex work and drug abuse. The girl explained
that the house needed rebuilding, like her
life, and that it would be good if she could
have a second chance.

It's extremely difficult for the girls to avoid
being dragged down by their families and

- home lives. Janydarte Conceicao Feitosa da

Silva (pictured left}, aged 17, joined

- Passage House after her brother was shot

in the head while he was playing football.
Her uncle was murdered just a few months
later when he was accused of being a
rapist. i came to Passage House to find
comfort and support,’ Janydarte explains.

‘| prefer to keep busy: it’s less painful that
way.’

Financial support: a success story

Passage House started with donations from
individuals. Over time, intermational bodies
began to take note of the inspiring and
successful work. Today Passage House is
internationally respected and is supported
by a wide range of organisations, including
Christian Aid. It has appeared in
international press and on TV.

Passage House now works directly with
around 500 individuals and reaches about
1,000 indirectly through workshops and
projects in the community. One of the
teachers in the Passage to Work house,
Maria Betania da Silva, now aged 33, was
one of the very first to join Passage House.
Today she teaches girls about citizenship,
sexuality and health. When Maria was 15,
after spending 6 years on the streets, she
met Ana, who introduced her to the centre.
At the age of 18 Maria learnt to read and
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