
 

 

 

Torture – is rehabilitation possible? 

It is difficult to imagine what it like to be tortured. Most – if not all – of us will attempt this for a few 

seconds, shudder, and turn our minds to something else. 

 

But torture victims can’t just turn their minds away. The violation which has been done to them 

remains burnt into their consciousness for ever. Many will never recover, and others will seem to 

have come to terms with what has been done to them but will still forever bear the burden in their 

soul. Many asylum-seekers in the UK have been tortured but – for obvious reasons – do not wish to 

explain in detail about this to people who support them and who then sometimes move from being 

supporters to friends. There is obviously a limit to what the well-meaning lay-person can do.   

Torture victims need professional skilled counselling to rebuild their lives after torture. Fortunately, 

there are many experts and groups which help to do this, and world-wide networks of organisations 

at all levels, dedicated to improving the rehabilitation chances of torture victims. The largest 

specialised organisation with this mission is the IRCT – the International Rehabilitation Council for 

Torture Victims. 1  This is a network of over 160 torture rehabilitation centres in over 60 countries, 

with its headquarters in Copenhagen. Their members come from all over the globe – they are based 

in Cambodia and Sri Lanka, in Colombia and Peru, in Zimbabwe and Uganda, in Iran and Egypt, in 

the USA and Canada, to name only a few. European members can be found in most of the EU 

Member States as well as Kosovo, Ukraine, Russia, Moldova and Kyrgyzstan. There are six groups in 

Turkey. UK members are Freedom from Torture, the Refugee Therapy Centre, and a local 

community-based project in London, Room to Heal. 

Following the links to any one of these groups provides an impressive list of services such as social 

and psycho-social support, family support, legal services, counselling, and advocacy. The focus of 

course varies, depending on the context. In Kosovo, the KRCT (Kosovo Rehabilitation Centre for 

Torture Victims) is concerned mainly with the in-country situation2, whereas its Irish counterpart, 

the Spiritan Asylum Services Initiative (SPIRASI) supports asylum seekers (over 4,600 in the last 20 

years).3 

Other international networks dealing with the rehabilitation of torture victims include Penal Reform 

International (PRI) which works with Freedom from Torture to provide training, including a manual4; 

and in 2017 the United Nations Voluntary Fund for Victims of Torture gave grants to 161 groups and 

organisations throughout the world working on rehabilitation.  

                                                           
1  https://irct.org/  

2  https://drive.google.com/file/d/1aBcEr-8-3zJsPBIxB71l4QKWJI1loz4V/view  

3  http://www.spirasi.ie/wp/wp-content/uploads/2018/04/Spirasi_Strategic_Plan_2018-20.pdf  

4  https://www.penalreform.org/resource/holistic-rehabilitation-survivors-torture/  

Q-CAT                             Quaker Concern for the Abolition of Torture 

 

Charity No 1093735                                          Briefing No 57 May 2018 

 

 

https://irct.org/
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1aBcEr-8-3zJsPBIxB71l4QKWJI1loz4V/view
http://www.spirasi.ie/wp/wp-content/uploads/2018/04/Spirasi_Strategic_Plan_2018-20.pdf
https://www.penalreform.org/resource/holistic-rehabilitation-survivors-torture/


The UN Committee Against Torture defines the right to rehabilitation as “the restoration of function 

or the acquisition of new skills required as a result of the changed circumstances of a victim arising 

from torture or ill-treatment. It seeks to enable the maximum possible self-sufficiency and function 

for the individual concerned, and may involve adjustments to the person’s physical and social 

environment. Rehabilitation for victims should aim to restore, as far as possible, their 

independence; physical, mental, social and vocational ability; and full inclusion and participation in 

society”. It further explains that rehabilitation should be holistic and include medical and 

psychological care as well as legal and social services. Finally, it establishes that rehabilitation 

services must be available, accessible and appropriate.  At the European level, the right to 

rehabilitation is generally subsumed under the right to remedy and reparation. 5 

In Europe…. 

In 2014, five states, Chile, Denmark, Ghana, Indonesia and Morocco, launched the Convention 

Against Torture Initiative (CTI) – to create a framework for states to help other states, based on the 

understanding that “no state has a perfect record”.6 In 2016 the Convention Against Torture 

Initiative organised a seminar in Copenhagen for the OSCE region (Organisation of Security and 

Cooperation in Europe) to share experiences and practices on implementation of torture victims’ 

right to rehabilitation. There were more than 60 participants, drawn from departments of justice, 

home affairs, health, integration and foreign affairs, national human rights institutions, civil society, 

non-governmental organisations and academia, from 21 OSCE participating states.  It was noted 

that a significant number of torture survivors live in the OSCE region, with possibly 400,000 within 

the EU alone. These can be survivors of torture in their own country, or people who have fled 

looking for safety. In some of the OSCE countries, the lack of acknowledgement of torture has 

denied rehabilitation to those in need. In others, states rely entirely on the private or NGO sector to 

deliver, at a time without any government funding or only partial funding. 

Within the territory of the OSCE, some states have provisions in national law for some form of 

rehabilitation for victims of torture and ill-treatment, or mechanisms for funding it (Bosnia and 

Herzegovina, Denmark, Finland) while others have legislation providing a right to rehabilitation for 

victims of crime in general (e.g. Czech Republic, Poland and Switzerland), which is accessible to 

torture victims albeit with limits, and programmes and policies providing rehabilitation to victims of 

human trafficking and domestic violence (e.g. Bosnia and Herzegovina, Turkey). Armenia has 

introduced a provision which allows for compensation to cover the cost of rehabilitative treatment, 

and Armenia and Georgia have both included rehabilitation in their national human rights action 

plans. The full final report of the Copenhagen conference is available electronically. 7  The 

programme of the event gives an insight into the many aspects which were covered. 8 A follow-up 

workshop in Vienna later in 2016 made several recommendations, all aiming to strengthen the 

recognition of torture and the right to rehabilitation. 

                                                           
5  CAT, General Comment no. 3: Implementation of Article 14 by the States parties, CAT/C/GC/3, 19 November 

2012  

6  https://cti2024.org/en/about-the-cti/   

7  https://cti2024.org/content/images/CTI%20OSCE%20report_final.pdf  

8  https://cti2024.org/content/docs/CTI%20event%20rehabilitation_annotated%20programme_final.pdf  
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Some European rehabilitation programmes and case studies 

In the UK, many of us know Freedom from Torture and lament the fact that its work is under-

funded and sometimes precarious. But in other less wealthy parts of Europe, organisations rise to 

the challenge in considerably more difficult circumstances. 

Bosnia-Herzegovina – the Association for Rehabilitation of Torture Victims - Centre for Torture 

Victims, Sarajevo 

This organisation has premises of only 40 sq. m. and a small part-time staff consisting of one doctor, 
one psychiatrist, one lawyer and one administrator. It has almost 3000 clients on its data-base, 
although less than 100 (including eight children) are listed as “torture victims currently receiving 
treatment”. Based on a data-collecting exercise which they took part in in 2014, all of the clients 
were born in B&H, with 48% being internally displaced and tortured during the war from 1992-
1995. 98% say that they were targeted because of their ethnicity, which is interlinked with national 
identity, culture, and religious affiliation. Their report gives the example of one woman, SH, who 
was 26 years old and living in the east of the country when the Bosnian army invaded in 1992. She 
was held in isolation, beaten and raped, and then taken to a concentration camp where she found 
out that her brothers had been killed. She was then transferred to Serbia for five years, and finally 
returned to B&H in 1999 after being reunited with her mother. They have never spoken to each 
other about what happened to them. She had her first assessment at CFT in 2009 – 17 years after 
her torture experience began. She was severely depressed and suffering from PTSD.  With the 
support of a doctor, psychiatrist, social worker and physiotherapist, her mental and physical health 
has significantly improved and she has become more communicative and able to develop 
relationships outside of the circle of torture survivors. SH has acted as a witness in several legal 
cases of war crimes, during which the centre provided her with medical and psychological support 
to ensure she was not re-traumatised. 9 

Moldova – Rehabilitation Centre for Torture Victims “Memoria” 

Moldova is one of the poorest countries in Europe and suffers from endemic corruption and 
economic turmoil; and yet the organisation “Memoria” has set out to be “the unique centre in 
Moldova that offers help, information and support to victims of torture, victims of domestic and 
sexual violence and to refugees and asylum seekers. We help people who experienced violence at 
any point in their lives. Whenever it happened, whatever the circumstances, we will give you the 
support that you need. Our services are delivered by a multi-disciplinary team of professionals – 
psychologists, doctors, social workers and advocates.” 

According to the data on the IRCT website, “Memoria” treated 282 clients (including 82 new) in 
2017 with their team of three doctors, one psychologist, one psychotherapist, one social worker, 
one lawyer, and four members of staff involved in administering and running the premises and the 
project. They also train prison staff, run a wide range of occupation therapy activities in prisons, 
campaign against gender-based violence – and all this with a budget of less than £75,000. 

Their target groups include survivors of political oppression, recent victims of torture within 
Moldova (related to events surrounding the 2009 elections), asylum-seekers, and victims of 
domestic and sexual violence. A young Belgian woman who worked with Memoria for six months 
under the European Voluntary Service scheme wrote: This experience provided me with new skills 
                                                           
9  DFI Project 2017 – Collecting Data on Torture in Bosnia and Herzegovina 



and knowledge …. Among other things, I had the great opportunity to be involved in the launching of 
the project “Better psycho-social services for persons from detention and respecting of their 
rights” funded by the German Embassy in Chisinau…. what I most appreciated was to work with the 
fantastic staff and meeting the beneficiaries in the context of seminars at the Centre to mark the 
26th of June International Day in support of victims of torture, or projects developed by the 
volunteers like the presentation video of the Centre.  

And beyond Europe…. 

There are groups working on rehabilitation all over the world. Just one example: 

Uganda – African Centre for Treatment and Rehabilitation of Torture Victims 

This centre is working in the context of routine torture and degrading treatment, while the 

Prevention and Prohibition of Torture Act of 2012 is being implemented only very slowly. In their 

2016 report they listed 1346 torture survivors reached, 195 security personnel trained, 6 cases in 

court, and over 4000 community members reached through information work.  

One example of their work is Client “X”, a 50-year-old male who was referred to ACTV by Uganda 

Human Rights Commission. The client reports that he was tortured by the police to extract a 

confession. He was beaten systematically; metallic rods were placed in between his fingers with the 

hands brought together in a prayer posture “bible reading style”. The hands were then tightly 

fastened and [he was] beaten repeatedly and non-systematically (flogging, kicking and slapping). He 

was also tortured psychologically (threatening to shoot him, detained incommunicado and 

undressed). On assessment he had festering wounds on his hands and body, with partial loss of 

function and sensation of his body parts. He also complained of headache and pain in the genitals. 

He received medical and psychological care at ACTV. With that package of holistic care, the client 

registered a great improvement from the effects of torture and ACTV is helping him seek justice 

through provision of expert evidence to support his allegations of torture at the UHRC tribunal. 

What can we do? 

Rehabilitation is best left to professionals. If we make friends with asylum-seekers here in the UK, 

we can provide a safe space and moral support, but the real hard work has to be done with those 

who are trained.  

We can best help by supporting them financially both here and in other countries. If you think 

that a small donation won’t make a difference here, why not send it to an organisation in one of 

the countries where it will go further? Many organisations have a “Donate” button on their 

website. Go to https://irct.org/who-we-are/our-members to study the list of organisations, choose 

a country you or your Meeting might be interested in, and donate to an organisation there.  

Briefings are prepared and/or edited on behalf of Q-CAT Trustees by 

Barbara Forbes forbesbarbarae@yahoo.co.uk  

 

 
Important date for your diaries:                                        Saturday 3rd November 2018 

Q-CAT Conference at Friends House, London                 10.00 a.m. to 4.30 p.m. 

Preventing torture – effective action  
The speakers are researchers and are experienced in the field of human rights. The day aims to give 

information, and ideas for practical effective action to combat torture. There will be opportunities 

to develop these in discussion.                        Further details will be available in the next Newsletter. 
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