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Editorial

Lesbians, gays, bisexuals, transgender and 
intersex (LGBTI) persons are among the 
most persecuted individuals in the world 
today. 

Sometimes it can be useful to remind 
ourselves of the Universal Declaration of 
Human Rights. Article 2 states, “Everyone 
is entitled to all the rights and freedoms set 
forth in this Declaration, without distinc-
tion of any kind (...).” This entails equal 
rights also for LGBTI persons. In other 
words, gay rights are human rights, unde-
niably and universally. 

n Twenty years ago, homosexuality in 
Russia was punishable by up to five years 
in prison camp. President Mikhail Gor-
bachev’s glasnost policies led to changes 
in the legislation. However, little has been 
done to change the attitudes and views 
towards homosexuals amongst Russians. 
88 per cent of Russians support the newly 
passed “anti-propaganda” law, which crim-
inalises positive expressions of “non-tradi-
tional sexual relationships” to minors. 

Here, we can remind ourselves of Article 
19 of the Declaration: “Everyone has the 
right to freedom of opinion and expres-
sion.”

President Putin understands this deep-
rooted Russian conservatism. According to 
the BBC, an opinion poll amongst Russians 
conducted last year posed the question: 
“Under whose rule did Russia experience 
mostly positive development?” Vladimir 
Putin came on top. Mikhail Gorbachev 
came last, below Joseph Stalin. 

President Putin has allied himself with 
Russian nationalists and the Russian Or-
thodox Church, which is in the midst of 
a magnificent renaissance after decades 
of suppression under the Communist re-
gime. They all have in common a wish to 

protect “traditional” values against for-
eign influences. In the same spirit, the 
President passed a “foreign agents” law 
last year, heavily reminiscent of Cold War 
rhetoric and practice. 

n Russia’s development – or rather, back-
lash – is at odds with more positive trends 
around the world. South Africa has long 
been a pioneer in the field of gay rights. In 
2009, the High Court in Delhi, India, de-
criminalised same-sex relations, and the 
issue is expected to appear before the Su-
preme Court before long. The European 
Court of Justice (ECJ) recently ruled that 
gay people can seek asylum in the EU if 
they risk being persecuted in their home 
countries due to their sexuality.

On the other hand, a third of the world’s 
countries criminalise same-sex conduct. In 
seven countries, same-sex conduct induces 
the death penalty. Uganda has received mas-
sive international criticism for its debates on 
the so-called “Kill the Gays” bill, aiming to 
introduce death penalty for homosexuality. 

n Despite widespread discrimination and 
violence, LGBTI communities around 
the world have vocally protested for 
their rights. The 2014 Winter Olympics in 
Sochi has become a kind of focal point in 
the struggle. Zebra crossings have been 
painted in the colours of the rainbow, dem-
onstrations have been held, angry letters 
from celebrities have been written and a 
demand for boycott has been raised. Some 
have paid the price with their lives. 

More likely than not, the Games will go 
on as scheduled. The question is how we 
will continue the struggle for equal rights 
for everybody after the athletes have re-
turned home, the confetti has been cleared 
and the eyes of the world have turned away.

PERSPECTIVE is on sale in the fol-
lowing countries: Australia, Aus-
tria, Belgium, Canada, Cyprus, 
France, Italy, Japan, Luxembourg, 
the Netherlands, New Zealand, Por-
tugal, Spain, the UK, and the US.

Editor in Chief  
Harriet K. Rudd  

Editor  
Anna Tresse 

Production manager 
Erik Tresse 

Writers and Contributors 
Roald Høvring, Ragnhild Holmås, 
Ahmet Üzümcü, Adam Zyglis, 
Kate Hansen Bundt, Vikram 
Kolmannskog, Øystein Windstad, 
Marianne Alfsen, Lennart Hofman, 
Andreas Ståhl, Ylva Mossing, Linda 
Forsell, Øystein Mikalsen, Ken 
Opprann, Assaf Adiv, Birgit Vartdal

Circulation Services 
Naweed Ahmed  
Naweed.Ahmed@nrc.no

Sales
Pineapple Media Limited,  
172 Northern Parade, Hilsea, 
Portsmouth, Hampshire PO2 9LT, UK

Design Teft Design as

Printing Gamlebyen Grafiske 

Circulation 15,000

Cover illustration  
Tavo Montañez

Publisher  
The Norwegian Refugee Council 
(NRC) 

Questions regarding the NRC 
should be directed to: 
Rolf.Vestvik@nrc.no 

The views expressed in  
Perspective do not necessarily 
reflect the views of the NRC.

Norwegian Refugee Council 
Box 6758 St. Olavs Plass
0130 Oslo
Norway 

The Norwegian Refugee Council 
(NRC) is an independent, humani-
tarian non-governmental organi-
sation which provides assistance, 
protection and durable solutions to 
refugees and internally displaced 
persons worldwide.

GAY RIGHTS ARE  
HUMAN RIGHTS

0 4

‘Perspective’ is a new forum for debate and fresh insights on today’s humanitarian challenges. 

is now available on App Store

The Norwegian Refugee Council is a humanitarian organisation 
with over 3000 employees in around 20 countries. The Magazine is 
not a tool for talking about our own activities, but an open arena for 
debate on international humanitarian issues. We invite politicians, 
journalists, researchers and professionals to contribute with their 
perspectives. 

SPECIAL REPORT

Fleeing Climate 
Change
PERSPECTIVES

Strobe Talbott: 
Obama – A Promise at Risk

PROFILE

Barbara Hendricks:  
“Voice on Fire”AID AT  

GUNPOINT
The world’s ten worst 
conflict areas 

H U M A N I  TA R I A N 
A N D  F O R E I G N 

A F FA I R S  
M A G A Z I N E

mICROCREdIT

No Miracle Cure 

PERSPECTIVES

Joseph Nye: 
Global Power Shifts

PROFILE

Eva Joly: French 
Presidential CandidateHArD CAsH

sOfT POwer
As global economic power 
shifts, the face of trade and  
aid is changing.

H U M A N I  TA R I A N 
A N D  F O R E I G N 

A F FA I R S  
M A G A Z I N E

01/2011

HUMANITARIAN AND INTERATIONAL AFFAIRS MAGAZINE #2/2011

SPECIAL REPORT

Quest for Paradise  
– the American dream – yet again.

OP-Ed

Rajendra Pachauri  
– head of the UN’s climate change panel on 
the humanitarian costs of climate change. 

In 2010, more people were displaced 
by climate-related disasters than by 

wars and armed conflicts .

PROFILE

Kristalina Georgieva  
– a popular commissioner

TIME TO RUN

humanitarian and interational affairs magazine #3/2011

International troops are preparing to leave 
Afghanistan. What sort of future awaits 

President Karzai and the Afghan people?

INTER NaTIONal

AL JAzEERA

A new and important 
provider of global news

LIbyA

Refugees risk  
journey of death 

PROFILE

Angelina Jolie:  
humanitarian superstar 

HUMANITARIAN AND INTERATIONAL AFFAIRS MAGAZINE #4/2011

PROFILE

Jan Egeland – back  
on the barricades

ThE gREAT uRbAn mIgRATIOn

–the world is about  
to be urbanised

InTERVIEw

Colombia’s unorthodox 
Vice-President

£3.50

THe COsT  
Of wAr

The nature of war is changing, but 
children still pay the highest price.

Angels And  
WArriors
Female peacekeepers are 
being called on to protect 
women trapped in armed 
conflict.

£3.50

humanitarian and interational 
affairs magazine 1/2012

Western sahara

Africa’s Last Colony
Vladimir Putin

A Dwindling Superstar 

speciAl topic 
WoMen protecting WoMen – A neW solution

Is MYANMAr 
reADY?

Democracy is making 
headway in Myanmar, but 
will that lead the country’s 
ethnic groups to lay down 
their weapons 

£3.50

humanitarian and interational 
affairs magazine 2/2012

GrO harlem Brundtland

An Assertive World Leader 
surF’s uP

Go surfing off the Gaza Strip

sPeCIAl TOPIC 
DIsPlACeD bY THe ArAb revOlUTIONs

rebUIlDING  
sOMAlIA  
frOM wITHIN
For 20 years the international 
community has attempted to 
build a Somali state. Perhaps it 
is time for Somalis to shape their 
own future.

£3.50

humanitarian and interational 
affairs magazine 3/2012

PhOtO dOcumentary

The Siege of Sarajevo 
mexicO

Victims of a Forgotten War

sPeCIAl TOPIC 
ClIMATe CHANGe, wAr AND DrOUGHT

£3.50

humanitarian and interational 
affairs magazine 1/2013

india

Fighting prostitution with mass-marriage 
mali

Fear in the wake of liberation

SPECIAL TOPIC 
WOMEN´S RIGHT TO HOUSING, LAND AND PROPERTY

 CLOSING  
THE GAP
Despite the fact that women have 
made enormous progress, men 
still rule the world . As the figures 
show, men have held on to their 
political and economic privileges.  

PERSPECTIVE NO. 02.20131

humanitarian and international 
affairs magazine 2/2013

Kashmir

Balancing Conflict and Reconciliation 
tiBet

Losing the Will to Live

sPeCIAl TOPIC 
POsT-revOlUTION AND DeMOCrACY IN THe ArAb wOrlD

£3.50

The Arab uprisings mobilised millions 
of people. Now, people power is being 
transferred to paper power as emerging 
constitutions aim to lay the foundation 
for democracy.



7PERSPECTIVE NO. 04.20136 NO. 04.2013 PERSPECTIVE 0 7

Op-Ed AHMET ÜZÜMCÜ 
 Director-General of the OPCW

 T  
he decision by the Nobel Com-
mittee to bestow this year’s 
Peace Prize on the OPCW is 
a twofold recognition of this 
organisation’s remarkable 

contribution to international peace and 
security. It acknowledges the history of 
chemical disarmament that we have so far 
authored, and it looks to the new chapter 
that we are writing in Syria.

Over the sixteen years that the Chemi-
cal Weapons Convention has been in 
force, the OPCW has underpinned the 
unique success of what is the fastest-
growing arms control treaty in history 
– the only one to ban an entire class of 
weapons of mass destruction under in-
ternational verification.

THERE CAN BE NO DOUBT that these weapons 
are among the most heinous ever invented. 
Sadly, they have been all too frequently 
used to horrific effect, not only over the 
course of the twentieth century, but also 
in our own time.

The OPCW has worked assiduously to 
consign these weapons forever to history.

Since the Convention’s entry into force 
in 1997, OPCW inspectors have conducted 
more than 2,000 inspections at scores of 
chemical weapons sites and industrial 
plants in member states. The most tan-
gible outcome of this work has been the 
verified destruction of nearly 82 per cent 
of all declared chemical weapons stocks, 
as well as destruction or conversion of al-
most 93 per cent of all declared produc-
tion facilities – a significant achievement, 
by any measure.

THE STRENGTH OF THE CONVENTION, including 
near universal adherence to it, owes much 
to the dedication, expertise and sheer hard 
work of OPCW staff. This work, until re-
cently, has attracted little attention from 
the public at large.

Events in Syria have changed this dra-
matically. They have confronted the OPCW 
with a daunting task, while at the same 
time thrusting its work into the interna-
tional limelight.

Shocking images 
of victims of chemi-
cal attacks in the 
suburbs of Damas-
cus on 21 August re-
minded us all of the 
horrifying and in-
discriminate lethal-
ity of these weap-
ons. Against this 
backdrop, Syria’s accession to the Chemi-
cal Weapons Convention has presented a 
unique opportunity for the OPCW to rid 
the world of a major chemical arsenal. It 
has also presented an unprecedented chal-
lenge of disarming a country in the midst 
of civil war, within a very tight timeframe.

I HAVE FULL CONFIDENCE that the OPCW will be 
able to bring its resources and expertise to 
bear on successfully completing this historic 
mission, while working together with our 
States Parties and the United Nations. Within 
only six weeks of the historic decision by the 
OPCW Executive Council on 27 September 
on an accelerated destruction programme 
for Syria, OPCW experts, working with our 
UN partners, have met all initial milestones, 

including verifying the functional destruc-
tion of critical equipment for all of Syria’s 
declared chemical weapons production fa-
cilities and mixing/filling plants.

In addition to the magnitude of the task 
ahead, we should not lose sight of the 
broader objectives to which our current 
efforts are contributing.

I hope that all parties to the conflict in 
Syria will see the humanitarian benefit of 
the OPCW’s mission and that it will assist 

broader efforts to 
bring peace to Syria 
and end the suffer-
ing of its people. 
The OPCW is proud 
to be playing its 
part and working 
together with the 
international com-
munity towards re-

alising this essential goal.

THE SUCCESSFUL COMPLETION of our joint mis-
sion with the UN will also contribute to re-
gional security, as well as raise the thresh-
old even higher for anyone contemplating 
use of these horrific weapons.

Now, therefore, is the time for those few 
countries that have not yet acceded to the 
Chemical Weapons Convention to do so 
without delay. It is in no country’s interests 
to remain outside the Convention.

Achieving complete chemical disarma-
ment is within our reach. I sincerely hope that 
the recognition that the Nobel Peace Prize 
brings to the OPCW will persuade all coun-
tries to share our vision of working together 
for a world free of chemical weapons. n

Working together for a 
world free of chemical 
weapons

n n In addition to the 
magnitude of the task ahead, 
we should not lose sight of 
the broader objectives to 
which our current efforts are 
contributing.

ILLUSTRATION BY ADAM ZYGLIS.  Zyglis is the staff cartoonist of The Buffalo News. His cartoons are internationally syndicated and have appeared 
in many publications around the world, including The Washington Post, USA Today, The New York Times and Los Angeles Times.

0 6
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SYRIA

120,000 killed
Men carry the coffin of one of four Syrian children who were killed 
on 11 November in Bab Sharqi neighbourhood, Damascus, after a 
mortar shell hit a school bus.

By the end of October, the death toll in the conflict passed 120,000, 
according to the exile group Syrian Observatory for Human Rights 
(SOHR).

According to the UK-based group, the number of killed amongst 
President Assad’s supporters is 48,880. The number of persons 
killed from the opposition is estimated to over 25,000. 42,5000 
civilians have reportedly been killed, including 6,300 children.

A woman passes the scene 
of a car bomb explosion in 
the Shia Muslim neighbour-
hood Zafaraniyah in Bagh-
dad. A wave of attacks from 
al-Qaeda and Sunni militants 
has so far claimed over 
5,400 lives this year. The 
violence in Iraq has thereby 
reached a level the country 
has not experienced since 
2008. 

Sunni Muslim rebels, some 
with links to Al-Qaida, have 
escalated attacks against the 
authorities and Shia Muslim 
targets. At the same time, 
Sunni Muslims have been 
subject to revenge attacks 
from armed Shia Muslims. 
The country’s Sunni Muslim 
minority feels marginalised 
in today’s Iraq. 

1
3

2

4

DRC
Careful optimism can be traced after 
the Congolese rebel group M23 on 5 
November announced it will lay down 
its weapons after twenty months of 
bloody clashes in the eastern part 
of the Democratic Republic of the 
Congo. There is still dire need for 
political solutions for the various 
rebel groups in the region. 

BANGLADESH
A clash of ideologies has 
plunged Bangladesh into a 
cycle of violence as the two 
main political parties – the 
ruling Awami League and the 
Bangladesh National Party 
(BNP) – exploit the tension 
between secularists and 
Islamists ahead of elections.

A car burns on 16 November  
2013 in the central port city of 
Beira during clashes between 
rival party supporters and riot 
police, in the last stage of cam-
paigning for the 20 November 
municipal elections. Riot police 
opened fire with rubber bullets 
and tear gas against a large Mo-
zambique Democratic Move-
ment (MDM) rally, allegedly 
prompting angry MDM support-
ers to attack the nearby offices of 
the ruling Frelimo party, injur-
ing several people.

The Frelimo party, which has 
ruled the southern African state 
since independence in 1975, 
faces an emerging challenge 
from the smaller MDM, after 
the main opposition party and 
former rebel group Renamo de-
cided to boycott the vote. 

MOZAMBIQUE

Challenging  
Democracy

A Kashmiri Shia Muslim throws back an ex-
ploded tear gas shell at Indian policemen 
during a Muharram procession in Srinagar, 
India, in November. Ten years after India 
and Pakistan agreed to a ceasefire along the 
Line of Control (LoC) that divides Kashmir 
between the two countries, mortars and 
shells are once again being exchanged on 
the disputed border.

Tensions have escalated since five In-
dian troops were shot dead in August by 
Pakistanis on the Line of Control. More 
than 100 people have been injured in the 
violence and at least six people have been 
killed. 

KASHMIR

Dangerous tensions

IRAQ

Surge in  
Violence 
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 I 
n 1980, a majority of Western 
countries boycotted the Summer 
Olympics in Moscow due to the 
Soviet Union’s invasion of Afghani-
stan. Today, the Russians are once 

again attracting negative attention prior 
to the Winter Olympics in Sochi in Febru-
ary 2014. 33 years ago, it was the Soviet 
Union’s desire to flex foreign affairs mus-
cles that came into play. Now it appears 
to be President Vladimir Putin’s need to 
display domestic muscles that guides Rus-
sia’s path.

Economic downturn, unemployment, 
corruption and increasing authoritari-
anism have given voice to critics of the 
President.  The focus on both internal and 
external enemies appears to be a part of 
President Putin’s strategy to strengthen his 
own position, create legitimacy for his rule 
and keep the nation united. Those who try 
to oppose him face brutal suppression. 

RUSSIAN HOMOPHOBIA
The assaults are directed at democracy 
proponents, human rights activists and 
lesbians, gays, bisexuals, transgender and 
intersex (LGBTI) persons. Despite discrimi-
nation, harassment, violence and even 

murder, this group has spearheaded the 
fight to defend their rights and freedom of 
speech in Russia. Putin has answered the 
call by designating the LGBTI-community 
as the new foe. 

The campaign is carried out with new 
laws, police and lengthy prison sentences, 
while homosexuals are attacked openly 
on the streets. Two homosexuals have al-
ready paid with their lives for their sexual 
orientation and an increasing number of 
people fear for their lives. The Russian Or-
thodox Church and those who advocate 
traditional Russian values have become 
the President’s most important allies.

HOLY TRINITY
The dissolution of the Soviet Union led to 
economic ruin and a political and ideolog-
ical crisis. Nationalist currents followed, 
and the Church, which had a marginalised 
role during the Communist rule, received 
its renaissance. 80 to 90 per cent of Rus-
sians identify themselves with the Russian 
Orthodox Church. 

A holy trinity has risen, consisting of the 
Kremlin, nationalists and the Russian Or-
thodox Church. The mantra is “traditional 
Russian values”. In June, Patriarch Kirill 

stated after a Sunday service that marriage 
between homosexuals is “a very danger-
ous sign of the apocalypse.” 

THE VIEW OF THE PEOPLE
It is only twenty years since homosexu-
ality was punishable by up to five years 
in prison camp in the Soviet Union. Even 
though the legislation has changed, the 
new power brokers in Kremlin have done 
little to change the attitudes of the people.

A survey by Levada Centre in April 
showed that 35 per cent of Russians be-
lieve homosexuality is a disease and 43 
per cent believe it is a bad habit caused by 
poor parenting or child abuse. 

“PROPAGANDA” BAN
Recently, Russia has received much atten-
tion for introducing new laws and policies 
that increase the abuse and discrimination 
of LGBTI people.

While homosexuality was decriminal-
ised in Russia in 1993, laws criminalising 
so-called “propagandising of non-tradi-
tional sexual relations among minors” 
were adopted in St. Petersburg and sev-
eral other regions in 2011. In June 2013, the 
legislation was passed through the Duma 

HOMOPHOBIA IN RUSSIA: 
A THREAT TO DEMOCRACY 
AND THE OLYMPICS
TEXT:  Roald Høvring and Vikram Kolmannskog PHOTO: NTB/Scanpix

KISS OF THE YEAR. Gay rights activists kiss as 
they are detained by police officers during a gay 
rights protest in St. Petersburg, October 2013.

LGBTI RIGHTS IN RUSSIA



1 3PERSPECTIVE NO. 04.20131 2 NO. 04.2013 PERSPECTIVE

“This was the first attack on a closed 
meeting, which was neither announced 
nor a proclaimed demonstration.  We fear 
that the attack is the start of a campaign 
against LBGTI persons,” says Polina Andri-
anova, an activist with the LGBTI organisa-
tion Coming Out in St. Petersburg. 

PUTIN´S PLAN 
President Putin has approved the so-called 
anti-propaganda law that prohibits positive 
reviews – without any further definition – 
of “non-traditional sexual orientations”. 
At the same time, he denies that the law is 
an attack on homosexuals in the country.

However, in practice, he contributes to 
the hate towards LGBTI persons through a 
series of hostile statements. He has publi-
cally stated that “Europeans are dying out… 
and gay marriages don’t produce children.” 
The previous KGB-agent advocates tradi-
tional Christian norms and traditions, and 
warns that people who divert from these 
“inevitably will lose their human dignity.” 

TRADITIONAL VALUES
“LGBTI people live under constant threat 
of administrative harassment for just be-
ing open in society, same-sex families with 
children are afraid they will be prosecuted, 
teachers cannot work to prevent homopho-
bic bullying in schools, public LGBTI street 
demonstrations are routinely banned, LG-
BTI organisations are at constant risk of 
being charged with ‘propaganda’, and ag-

gression towards LGBTI people in society 
is escalating,” lists Andrianova.

A holy alliance of the state and the 
church is fostering, and feeding off of, the 
widespread homophobia in the country. 
Laws and policies that oppress sexual and 
gender minorities are used to unite and 
engage the masses. 

“It is a convenient issue to rally conserv-
ative voters around,” says Andrianova. 
“Russia is promoting the idea that ‘tradi-
tional values’ are under threat of ‘foreign 
imports’. The rights of homosexuals are 
seen as the number one foreign import,” 
she explains.

“FOREIGN AGENTS”
One year ago, on 21 November 2012, the 
so-called “foreign agents law” came into 
force in Russia. The law requires non-profit 
groups that receive foreign funding or en-
gage in political activities to register them-
selves as foreign agents. The term foreign 
agent is reminiscent of the cold war era, 
giving associations to “treachery” and “es-
pionage”. According to Amnesty Interna-
tional, there is little doubt that the inten-
tion of the law is to discredit the work of 
organisations in the eyes of the public.

“Russian organisations are telling us that 
people are putting stickers on their office 
locales or their homes which read, ‘Here 
is a foreign agent’. This is quite simply a 
smear campaign, and there is no doubt 
that this law makes it extremely difficult to 
engage in organisational activities in Rus-
sia,” says Secretary General of Amnesty 
Norway, John Peder Egenæs. 

The organisation Coming Out contests 
the discourse on traditional values and 
has organised events for what they believe 
constitute such values, emphasising love, 
family and respect for human dignity. For 
this, and for not registering as a “foreign 
agent”, they were fined in June 2013. 

“Russia is tipping dangerously in direc-
tion of totalitarianism,” states Andrianova.

THREATEN WITH BOYCOTT
The attacks on LGBTI persons have in-
cited strong international reactions. 
Some have called for a boycott of the 
Winter Olympics, to be hosted by Russia 
in February 2014. Others, like the British 
writer and actor Stephen Fry, have gone 
even further and compared the forthcom-
ing Olympics with the Summer Olympics 
in Nazi Germany in 1936. A series of sports 
stars have also harshly criticised Russian 

 n In June 2013, the Russian Duma 
in Moscow passed a new law ban-
ning the “propaganda of non-tra-
ditional sexual relationships” to 
minors.  

 n The federal anti-LGBTI propagan-
da law, as signed by President Putin 
on 29 June, entered into force in 
Russia on 30 June of this year.

 n In the federal law, propaganda is 
defined as: “distribution of informa-
tion that is aimed at the formation 
among minors of non-traditional 
sexual attitudes, attractiveness of 
non- traditional sexual relations, 
misperceptions of the social equiv-
alence of traditional and non-tradi-
tional sexual relations, or enforcing 
information about non-traditional 
sexual relations that evokes interest 
to such relations . . . .” 

 n The new federal law is closely re-
lated to several regional laws that 
were already on the books, all of 
which seek to penalize “propagan-
da” of homosexuality, generally with 
the intent of “protecting” minors.  
The city of Sochi, which is the site 
of the upcoming Winter Olympics, 
has one of those regional laws in 
place.

 n The new law sets administra-
tive fines for LGBTI propaganda at 
4,000 to 5,000 roubles for individu-
als (about $120 - $150 U.S. dol-
lars) and up to 800,000 to 1 million 
roubles for NGOs, corporations or 
other legal entities (about $24,000 
- $30,000 U.S. dollars). 

 n More severe administrative fines 
are allowed for propaganda trans-
mitted via the Internet or other me-
dia networks or by a foreign citizen.  
Foreigners are also subject to 15 
days of prison and deportation from 
Russia.   

SOURCE: globalequality.org

Facts

Anti-propaganda 
law

authorities, although none have so far 
called for a boycott. 

ASSURANCE
According to the news agency RIA Novo-
sti, the leader of the Russian Olympic com-
mittee Alexander Zhukov stated in Octo-
ber that, “If a person does not put across 
his views in the presence of children, no 
measures against him can be taken. People 
of non-traditional sexual orientations can 
take part in the competitions and all other 
events at the Games unhindered, without 
any fear for their safety whatsoever.”

This comfort was reaffirmed by Presi-
dent Putin, who assured Thomas Bach, the 
leader of the International Olympic Com-
mittee (IOC), that he would do his best 
to make sure that “both participants and 
guests will feel comfortable at Sochi Olym-
pics, regardless of their ethnicity, race or 
sexual orientation.” 

FOREIGN JOURNALISTS
Several people have questioned what will 

happen with international journalists who 
write about topics that fall under the Rus-
sian anti-propaganda law. 

Evguenia Jane Klementieva at the In-
stitute of Human Rights in Denmark says 
to the newspaper Politiken that there is a 
risk that international journalists will be 
affected. 

The law’s primary sanction is fines for 
individuals who publically speak of or 
show support for homosexuality. But the 
law triggers prison sentences if the mes-
sage is spread to a larger audience, as 
would be the case when a journalist in a 
given medium writes about the topic of 
LGBTI rights.

However, Klementieva believes that the 
law may be suspended for international 
guests, but not for Russian citizens.

GLOBAL TRENDS
The negative attitudes towards LGBTI-per-
sons in Russia stand in sharp contrast to 
an increasingly positive trend elsewhere 
around the world. n

and enforced at the national level, as an 
amendment to Russia’s child protection 
law. The clause prescribes fines for provid-
ing information about homosexuality to 
people under 18. 

A survey conducted by All-Russian Pub-
lic Opinion Center in July shows that 88 
per cent of Russians support the anti-prop-
aganda law. 

The international human rights organ-
isation Article 19 believes that this bill is 
part of a deeply concerning wider effort by 
the Russian authorities to crack down on 
dissent and exert greater social control. It 
also forms parts of efforts by Russia at the 
international level to promote “traditional 
values” at the expense of protecting uni-
versal human rights.  

The ambiguity of the decree – what con-
stitutes “propagandising of non-traditional 
sexual orientations”? – heightens the po-
tential for arbitrary use (and abuse).

FEARS WAVE OF VIOLENCE
On Sunday 3 November, a group of masked 
men attacked LGBTI activists who had 
gathered in the offices of an organisation 
working for HIV-positive persons in St. Pe-
tersburg. The attackers were armed with 
bats, air pistols and paintball guns. Two 
persons were injured; one will most likely 
lose vision in one eye. The police have re-
luctantly agreed to investigate the attack as 
“hooliganism” and refuse to treat the inci-
dent as a hate crime.

“JUST AS HITLER”. Stephen Fry (centre) speaks to demonstrators in London during a protest 
against Russia’s anti-gay stance. Fry wrote an open letter to the IOC and Prime Minister Da-
vid Cameron, comparing the forthcoming Winter Olympics in Sochi to the Summer Olympics in 
Nazi Germany in 1936. He writes, «At all costs Putin cannot be seen to have the approval of 
the civilised world. He is making scapegoats of gay people, just as Hitler did Jews.»

OLYMPIC HANDSHAKE. Russia’s President Vladimir Putin (left) and International Olympic 
Committee (IOC) President Thomas Bach (right) shake hands during their meeting at 
the Russian Black Sea resort of Sochi, in October 2013.  
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Facts

Women

Punishment for female to female 
relationships
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**punishes with death penalty.

Facts

EU grants asylum

The European Court of Justice (ECJ) has ruled that gay people can seek 
asylum in the EU if they risk being jailed in their home countries. The case 
was brought by three gay men from three African countries who sought 
refugee status in the Netherlands fearing that they would be persecuted 
in their home countries because of their sexuality. Homosexuality is illegal 
in more than 30 African countries, with punishments ranging from death to 
severe or lighter jail sentences.  The Court added that EU national govern-
ments must decide whether or not the asylum-seeker is in danger due to 
his or her sexuality. 

SOURCE: EU Observer.

Homosexual acts illegal

 

Homosexual acts punishable with death penalty

GLOBAL MAP OF HOMOPHOBIA

76 7

Lesbians, gays, bisexuals, transgender and intersex (LGBTI) 
people are among the most persecuted individuals in the world 
today. Seventy-six nations criminalise same-sex relations. Seven 
of these apply the death penalty for consensual same-sex 
conduct. In many more countries, LGBTI people regularly face 
harassment, arrest, interrogation, torture and beatings.

* 12 NORTHERN STATES IN NIGERIA AND THE SOUTHERN PARTS OF SOMALIA PRACTICE THE DEATH PENALTY FOR HOMOSEXUALITY

CO
UN

TR
IE

S

CO
UN

TR
IE

S

 Source: Organization for Refuge, Asylum and Migration (ORAM) 
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Lives and  
rights under  
the rain bow
TEXT:  Vikram Kolmannskog PHOTO: NTB/Scanpix

The rights of lesbians, gays, bisexuals, transgender 
and intersex persons are caught in the crossfire 
between progressive and conservative trends. 

While several countries across the world 
are moving forward in protecting the rights 
of lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender and 
intersex (LGBTI) persons, others are allow-
ing blatant homophobic abuse and intro-
ducing new draconian laws. The develop-
ments seem linked to broader repressive 
and progressive trends that do not neces-
sarily follow the traditional North-South 
divide. 

WESTERN INFLUENCE
The Ugandan discourse bears a striking 
resemblance to the Russian. On the sur-
face, it centres on “traditional values” ver-
sus “foreign values”. LGBTI relations have 
been criminalised in Uganda since the co-
lonial times when the dominating British 
moral values were conservative Victorian 
Christian. Furthermore, Uganda is seeing 
the growth of an American-supported con-
servative Evangelical movement. Evangeli-
cals such as Scott Lively, who has written 
several books opposing homosexuality, fo-
cus their missionary work in Uganda. They 
regularly talk about how gay people abuse 
and corrupt young people and destroy 
marriage and family institutions. 

There is an ironic touch to how conserv-
atives have managed to get many Ugan-

dans to regard homosexuality and LGBTI 
rights as Western and foreign, while what 
is in fact colonial legislation and the teach-
ings of American Evangelicals is portrayed 
as “African” and “traditional”. 

As in Russia, however, LGBTI activists 
and organisations are contesting this dis-
course.

“Religious fundamentalism has derailed 
from the teachings of Christ that empha-
sised love and not hate,” says Gerald Ssen-
tongo, outgoing administrator at Sexual 
Minorities Uganda (SMUG).

When asked about the major abuses and 
violations towards LGBTI persons in his 
country, Ssentongo replies that a separate 
paper would have to be written to provide 
an adequate answer. The list he cites is 
long.

“Corrective rape for women and girls 
perceived to be lesbians; blackmail and 
extortion; verbal and physical abuse; ex-
pulsion from schools; job terminations; re-
jection from family and friends; and laws 
that criminalise same-sex relations and 
LGBTI freedom of association and expres-
sion. The issues are too many.”

“KILL THE GAYS” BILL
Most well-known is a bill to introduce the 

LGBTI RIGHTS GLOBALLY

INDIA. A participant holds a rain-
bow coloured umbrella in the first 
ever Pride Parade in Surat, in Guja-
rat state, India, October 2013. The 
walk was organised by the LGBTI 
community who demanded social 
acceptance and equal rights. 
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death penalty for same-sex relations. It is 
popularly known as “Kill the Gays” bill and 
was submitted to Parliament by MP David 
Bahati in 2009. The bill was stalled, partly 
due to massive international pressure, but 
is listed as “Business to Follow” for 2013, 
albeit in a slightly moderated version. 
Reportedly the death penalty has been 
removed, but if passed, the bill would in-
troduce life-sentences for same-sex inter-
course, extend it to Ugandans abroad, and 
require people and organisations to report 
any “homosexual offenders”, or else face 
imprisonment themselves. 

The American Evangelical Scott Lively 
responded to the bill, saying that he agreed 
with the general goal but was reluctant to 
support the death penalty. However, sev-
eral of the leading proponents of the bill 
are “born-again” clerics who are previous 
affiliates of Lively and other American 
Evangelicals. Lively is currently being sued 
for crimes against humanity by SMUG, rep-
resented by the Center for Constitutional 
Rights (CCR), for his involvement in anti-
gay efforts in Uganda.

The LGBTI community in Uganda re-
fuse to give up their efforts to secure their 
dignity and rights. In 2012, they managed 
to organise the country’s first Gay Pride 
Parade, which they successfully repeated 
the year after. Gerald Ssentongo and his 
fellows refuse to be silenced.

A PIONEER COUNTRY
Further south on the African continent 
the situation is radically different. While 
homosexuality was a crime under Apart-
heid, the post-apartheid governments of 
South Africa have actively promoted LG-
BTI rights. 

In May 1996, South Africa became the 
first country in the world to provide con-
stitutional protection of LGBTI persons. 
Section 9(3) of the Constitution prohib-
its discrimination based on race, gender, 
sexual orientation and other grounds. In 
December 2005, the Constitutional Court 
ruled that it was unconstitutional to pre-
vent people of the same gender from mar-
rying, when it was permitted for people of 

the opposite gender. In November 2006, 
Parliament voted overwhelmingly for a 
bill allowing same-sex civil marriage and 
unions. 

Although several important domes-
tic issues remain, including widespread 
homophobic violence, Nomankotscho 
Pakade at the Gay and Lesbian Memory 
in Action, GALA, believes her country has 
made great strides. When asked about the 
main goals ahead, she mentions, “relating 
politically, intellectually and strategically 
with fellow brothers and sisters in other 
African countries.”

Her organisation’s mission is, first and 
foremost, to act as a catalyst for the pro-
duction, preservation and dissemination 
of knowledge on the history, culture and 
contemporary experiences of LGBTI peo-
ple in Africa. By showing that there is not 
a necessary contradiction between “tradi-
tional values”, “African-ness” and LGBTI 
lives and rights, they may help counter the 
stories dominating the discourses in coun-
tries such as Uganda. 

IMPERIALIST ORIGINS
In another part of the world, in South Asia, 
there have been similar developments. 
When the High Court of Delhi decriminal-
ised same-sex relations in 2009, the judges 
argued that the provision that had been 
used against the LGBTI community had 
imperialist origins – it was introduced by 
the British – as well as imperialist character 
and consequences. They referred to Indian 
cultural and religious traditions through-
out history which have been inclusive and 
promoted diversity. 

“We were very moved by how much 
countries in Africa and Asia empathised 
with the judgment. People felt an unleash-
ing of hope. If it can happen in India, it can 
happen in any other country in the global 
South,” says Arvind Narrain, an advocate 
with the Alternative Law Forum.

The Indian judgment was immediately 
challenged by a broad coalition of conserv-
ative Hindus, Muslims, Christians and oth-
ers, and the Supreme Court is expected to 
rule on the matter in the indeterminate 

future. The government is officially sup-
portive of the Delhi judgment, however, 
and several positive changes seem to be 
accelerating. 

Narrain highlights a petition filed by 
nineteen parents of LGBTI persons, argu-
ing that criminalisation of homosexuality 
is against family values, as a touching testi-
mony to the strengthening of the progres-
sive understanding of “traditional values”. 
Personally, Narrain has also experienced 
support from family and friends. 

“I must say that the experience of com-
ing out has been positive. The support I got 
from friends and family as well as from the 
wider civil society has been truly incred-
ible,” he says.

“PINKWASHING” 
In most cases, homophobia is part of wider 
repressive agendas, such as in Russia and 
Uganda, whereas the promotion of LGBTI 
rights is part of wider progressive agendas, 
such as in South Africa and India. However, 
this is not always the case. Sometimes pro-
moting LGBTI rights forms part of a general 
repressive agenda. 

As a teenager, Palestinian Abdu Raw-
ashda fell in love as teenagers do, the only 
problem being that his love was towards 
another boy and his hometown of Hebron 
was, and still is, very conservative.

After his boyfriend was arrested and 
pressured by the police, Abdu himself was 
arrested and tortured for fifteen hours, ac-
cused of being an Israeli spy.

“It is a mix of culture, tradition and reli-
gion. It affects Christian LGBTI people as 
well as Muslims,” explains Abdu. 

The Israeli state regularly refers to the 
hard-won freedoms of LGBTI people in Is-
rael whilst pointing to the abuses LGBTI 
people face in Palestine and elsewhere in 
the Middle East. A growing LGBTI move-
ment against the Israeli occupation says 
this forms part of a “pinkwashing” strategy, 
a term coined by historian, author and ac-
tivist Sarah Shulman in an op-ed in the New 
York Times in November 2011. Shulman de-
fines pinkwashing as “a deliberate strategy 
to conceal the continuing violations of Pal-

estinians’ human rights behind an image 
of modernity signified by Israeli gay life.” 

“JORDAN SAVED ME”
Abdu was forced to flee his home because 
of the hostile attitudes towards LGBTI 
people, and arrived first in Jordan. While 
LGBTI people still face many obstacles in 
Jordan, homosexuality was decriminalised 
as early as 1951. Alongside Lebanon, it is 
a country within the Arab region that dis-
plays a certain level of tolerance towards 
homosexuality.

In recent years, the Jordanian LGBTI 
community has grown increasingly vi-
brant and visible, particularly in the capi-
tal Amman. There are LGBTI publications, 
public meeting places, and public figures 

who are open about their sexual minority 
status. At the LGBTI café called Books@
cafe, Abdu received support and was even 
offered a job.

“I had lost my family, was traumatised 
and did not know where to go. This saved 
me,” he says.

Later Abdu moved to Tel Aviv in Israel. 
Together with some friends he wanted to 
improve the situation for LGBTI Palestin-
ians.

“Tel Aviv is the best place to be gay in the 
Middle East, but not for Palestinians,” he 
says. According to Abdu, young, single Pal-
estinian men are frequently suspected of 
being terrorists. Eventually, he was given 
refugee status through the UN refugee 
agency and resettled in Norway. Today, 

Abdu has some contact with his family 
and dreams of one day going back to help 
organise Palestine’s first Gay Pride Parade.

GAY AND MUSLIM
Norway has come far in securing LGBTI 
rights. Since 2009, same-sex marriages 
have been recognised and facilitated. 
Bård Nylund, leader of the National As-
sociation for Lesbians, Gays, Bisexuals 
and Transgender people (LLH) says that 
the overall situation for the LGBTI com-
munity in Norway is good, but that there 
still exist hate crime and other challenges. 
For example, the transgender community 
still lacks formal recognition and access to 
trans-related health care. 

There is also the risk that the LGBTI 

n n Russia is promoting the idea that ‘traditional values’ are 
under threat of ‘foreign imports’. The rights of homosexuals are 

seen as the number one foreign import.
POLINA ANDRIANOVA,  activist at the organisation Coming Out

UNITED KINGDOM. Hundreds of activists in London rallied to 
oppose the Winter Olympics in Sochi, August 2013, holding 
posters depicting Russia’s president Vladimir Putin and the 
Olympic rings wreathed in barbed wire.

SWEDEN. Gay rights supporters painted a zebra crossing out-
side the Russian embassy in Stockholm in the colours of the 
rainbow.

SOUTH AFRICA. Crowds gathered in celebration of the People’s Pride parade in Johan-
nesburg, October 2013. South Africa has been a forerunner in the work for equal rights 
for LGBTI persons, legalising same-sex marriage in 2006.



2 1PERSPECTIVE NO. 04.20132 0 NO. 04.2013 PERSPECTIVE

Yemen’s “first” gay 
In Yemen a well known activist and revolutionist did 
what no one before him has done. He came forward 
as gay in a country that practices capital punishment 
for homosexuality.

TEXT:  Øystein Windstad

Alaa Jarban rose to fame in Yemen in 2011 
as a prominent revolutionist and spokes-
person for the youth movement that led to 
the downfall of the dictator President Ali 
Abdullah Saleh. Now, many of those who 
fought shoulder to shoulder with him and 
praised him in the revolution have turned 
against him. A blog entry posted on 29 May 
2013 changed Alaa Jarban’s life forever. He 
dropped a bomb that exploded in Yemeni 
social media and society. 

“I CAME OUT FOR OTHERS”
“I just could not live as someone else and act 
every day. For me this was heart-breaking 
and I felt like my soul was being swallowed 
in this very heterosexual Yemeni society. I 
decided to come out, not only for me. The 
biggest reason was for others. There are 
many young gay people who want to speak 
out, but they can’t,” explains Alaa Jarban. 

So far this year there have been five 
registered incidents of men being shot to 
death by al-Qaeda-linked gunmen in Lahij 
province in southern Yemen. The gunmen 
claim that they suspected the men of being 
gay. Yemen is one of the seven countries 
with capital punishment for homosexual-
ity, alongside Saudi Arabia, Iran, northern 
Nigeria, Mauritania, parts of Somalia and 
Sudan.

HATE AND SUPPORT
The reactions on Alaa Jarban’s blog were 
instant and overwhelming.

“I got a lot of support messages and feed-
back from different people, as well as from 
readers living in the closet who were very 
happy that someone was finally taking the 
step. At the same time, I received a lot of 
hate from people I had assumed would be 

my friends. My revolutionary work was 
discredited, and that’s especially hurtful 
since I was the first to speak out against the 
regime at Sana’a university,” Jarban says. 

His “coming out” did not go well with 
his family, many of whom he describes as 
very conservative.

“I’m very scared and there have been 
moments of panic attacks where I can’t 
breathe. There are a lot of sleepless nights. 
There is a lot of pressure, but I will never 
regret coming out,” Jarban states. 

A DEEPER REVOLUTION
The young activist is not satisfied with how 
the revolution went. The change he hoped 
for did not come. He believes in a deeper 
change of Yemeni society, where also gay 
people are accepted.

“I personally believe that it’s not a revo-
lution unless we revolutionise every as-
pect of the society, where human rights 
are truly implemented and where accept-
ance, not discrimination, exists,” says Jar-
ban. 

THE FIRST STEP
Currently there are no local NGOs or politi-
cal forces pushing for a change of the Sha-
ria based laws. Alaa Jarban is determined 
to keep writing on his blog to create accept-
ance for the people who every day risk be-
ing gunned down in the streets because they 
happen to love someone of their own sex. 

“I really believe that what I’m doing – 
writing and talking about such issues – is 
important. Being visible is the first step in 
the fight,” concludes Jarban. n

agenda is adopted by repressive forces 
in Norway and other European coun-
tries. Sarah Shulman refers to “the 
co-opting of white gay people by anti-
immigrant and anti-Muslim political 
forces in Western Europe and Israel.” 
Not completely unlike “pinkwashing” 
in Israel, some Norwegians – and peo-
ple in other European countries – are 
using LGBTI rights to further their own 
anti-immigration and Islamophobic 
agendas. Their claim is that Islam and 
Muslim immigrants pose a threat to 
hard won women’s and LGBTI rights. 

 “LGBTI RIGHTS ARE HUMAN RIGHTS”
The field of LGBTI rights is also highly 
contested within the UN. In recent years 
the UN High Commissioner for Hu-
man Rights has documented violence 
and discrimination against the LGBTI 
community and determined that such 
practices constitute violations of inter-
national human rights law. This has also 
been emphasised by the UN Secretary 
General. 

The approach implicates that we do 
not necessarily need new and special-
ised laws, but rather a more appropri-
ate interpretation and implementation 
of existing human rights law. Histori-
cally, feminists used the slogan “wom-
en’s rights are human rights” in the 
fight for women empowerment. Today, 
activists and others are saying, “LGBTI 
rights are human rights.”

A broad coalition of countries, in-
cluding Norway, South Africa, Ne-
pal, the USA and Argentina, works to 
promote LGBTI rights within the UN. 
In June 2011, South Africa proposed 
a resolution on human rights, sexual 
orientation and gender identity in the 
Human Rights Council. The resolution 
confirms that human rights are uni-
versal and expresses “grave concern” 
about the violence and discrimination 
against LGBTI persons. It was adopted 
with a slim margin of 23 votes in fa-
vour, 19 against and 3 abstaining. Im-
portantly, however, it was supported 
by countries from very different re-
gions and with different cultural and 
religious contexts. 

In the spring of 2013 another LGBTI-
friendly resolution was expected, but 
this time the progressives lost to the 
conservatives, who constituted an al-
liance of various Muslim and Christian 
countries and organisations, such as 
the Vatican City State and the Organi-
sation of Islamic Cooperation (OIC). 

In the near future, we can expect 
conservatives across different regions 
to continue contesting LGBTI rights 
with references to diverse understand-
ings of culture and religion, including 
concepts such as “traditional values”, 
“God”, “foreignness”, and “imperial-
ism”. Overall, however, there seems to 
be a positive trend with increasing rec-
ognition of LGBTI rights worldwide. n

 n Bisexual refers to an individual who has the 
capacity for profound emotional, affectional, 
and/or sexual attraction to and/or intimate and 
sexual relations with people regardless of their 
gender or sex.

 n Gay refers to a self-identifying man who has 
the capacity for profound emotional, affectional 
and/or sexual attraction to and/or intimate sexu-
al relations primarily with other men.

 n Homophobia refers to a hatred or fear of ho-
mosexuals – that is, lesbians and gay men – 
sometimes leading to acts of violence and ex-
pressions of hostility.

 n Intersex refers to a person who is born with 
reproductive or sexual anatomy and/or chromo-
some patterns that do not fit typical definitions of 
male or female.

 n Lesbian refers to a self-identifying woman 
who has the capacity for profound emotional, af-
fectional, and/or sexual attraction to and/or in-
timate and sexual relations primarily with other 
women.

 n LGBTI is the acronym for “lesbian, gay, bisexu-
al, transgender, and/or intersex.”

 n Transgender is “[a]n umbrella term for people 
whose gender identity, expression, or behavior 
is different from those typically associated with 
their assigned sex at birth.” A transgender wom-
an is a person who was assigned male at birth 
but identifies as a woman. A transgender man is 
a person who was assigned female at birth but 
identifies as a man.

SOURCE: Organization for Refuge, Asylum 
and Migration (ORAM)

Glossary of Terms

Sexual Orientation 
and Gender Identity

UGANDA. In November 2010, the Ugandan newspaper Rolling Stone pub-
lished the names and photos of 14 men it identified as gay, in a country 
where homosexuality can lead to lengthy jail terms and has even prompted 
calls for the death sentence.

CHILE. 24-year-old Daniel Zamudio was tortured and beaten to death by a 
group of neo-Nazis in Chile for being homosexual. Thousands of people at-
tended his funeral.

n n  I personally 
believe that it’s not a 
revolution unless we 
revolutionise every 
aspect of the society, 
where human rights are 
truly implemented and 
where acceptance, not 
discrimination, exists.
ALAA JARBAN,  Yemini activist
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Global Review

POPULATION GROWTH 

The World is in  
Better Shape  
Than We Think

Has the proportion of the world population 
living in extreme poverty increased or de-
creased the past 30 years? Quick, answer!

If you answered “increased”, you have, 
like the majority of Britons polled, an un-
realistically negative view of population 
growth. According to a survey by Swedish 
professor Hans Rosling, people have little 
perception of the direction in which popu-
lation growth, world poverty and literacy 
are heading. In fact, Rosling argues, fast 
population growth is coming to an end, sta-
bilising by the end of this century. Moreo-
ver, Britons answered profoundly wrong 
when asked about the world’s literacy rate: 
Only 8 per cent got it right; as many as  
80 per cent of the world’s adults can read 
and write. 

We need to upgrade our world view, ar-
gues Hans Rosling, who says people do not 
know about the progress made in recent 
years and have ideas that are sometimes 
decades out of date.

The answer to our initial question? The 
number of extreme poor has been nearly 
halved since 1980, according to the World 
Bank.

COLOMBIA’S PEACE TALKS

Farc Reaches Deal on Political Participation
During October’s peace talks in Cuba, 
guerrilla movement Farc and the Co-
lombian government agreed on a politi-
cal role for Farc, should a peace deal be 
reached. 

This means that the negotiators have 
reached agreement on the first two 
points on the six-point peace agenda, the 
first being land reform. If the four latter 
points - disarmament, illicit drugs, rights 
of the victims and the very peace deal 
implementation - are agreed upon, fifty 
years of armed conflict may come to an 
end. The conflict has claimed 220,000 

lives and has displaced hundreds of 
thousands. 

“Never again politics and weapons 
together,” Colombia’s chief negotiator 
said after the deal was made. Farc’s 
leader, Ivan Marquez, called the agree-
ment "an important step in the right 
direction to end the conflict and to 
achieve a real democracy in Colom-
bia," according to the BBC. Certain de-
tails in the deal are still unclear, such as 
whether Farc members with a history of 
human rights abuses should be allowed 
participation in politics.

Migrants have taken 
the sea route to Italy 

in 2013

People have lost their 
lives trying to reach 
Europe since 1988

OPTIMISTIC. According to a survey by Swedish professor Hans Rosling, people’s views on the world 
are sometimes decades out of date. The world is actually in better shape than what the majority of us 
believe. 

AGREEMENT. Colombia's lead government negotiator Humberto de la Calle (front) and Farc 
negotiator Jesus Santrich (back) during a joint declaration in Havana November, 2013.  

n n My grandmother was nobody’s enemy.
Zubair Rehman, age 13, at a Congressional hearing on civilian drone strike victims. Zubair’s grandmother was killed in an 
alleged US drone strike in Pakistan in 2012. Her family were the first civilians to testify before Congress on the matter. 

30,000+ 19,142

EUROPE

Humanitarian crisis
Europe is in the midst of its worst human-
itarian crisis since the Second World War, 
warns the International Committee of the 
Red Cross (ICRC) in a new report. Last 
year the organisation distributed food to 
3.5 million Europeans, an increase of 75 
per cent since 2009. ICRC warns that the 
social consequences of the economic cri-
sis may last for decades.

“This is no longer just an economic cri-
sis. This is the worst humanitarian crisis 
in Europe since the war. The situation for 
those who have the least is getting stead-
ily worse, and the gap between poor and 
rich is increasing,” says Åsne Havnelid in 
ICRC Norway.

ICRC estimates that a total of approxi-
mately 43 million Europeans do not have 
enough food each day. According to the 
report, 120 million Europeans are at risk 
of falling under the poverty line.
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After a tragedy in which 359 mi-
grants died as their boat capsized 
south of Italy in October, the plight 
of boat refugees has raised debates 
across the EU. Malta’s Prime Minis-
ter Joseph Muscat said the Mediter-
ranean is turning into a cemetery. 

LOWEST SUPPORT IN DECADES 
Six in ten Americans support the death penalty, according to a recent 
Gallup survey. This is the lowest since 1972. Since its peak in 1994, 
support has gradually declined.

DYING TO 
REACH EUROPE

Favour the death 
penalty for a person 
convicted of murder.

Highest number 
of death penalty 

supporters  
measured, in 1994.

Of Americans 
believe the death 
penalty is applied 
unfairly in the US.

DEATH PENALTY

More Countries Execute
In the course of the past year, seven countries have reintroduced the death penalty.

INDIA NIGERIAKUWAITINDONESIA PAKISTAN THE GAMBIAVIETNAM

Source: Amnesty  
International
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Mr. Nobel Peace Prize

PROFILE GEIR LUNDESTAD 

He has met many of the defining voices of our times. When he retires as 
Director of the Norwegian Nobel Institute at the end of next year, after presiding 
over the Peace Prize for a quarter of a century, Geir Lundestad promises to tell a 
formerly undisclosed story or two.
TEXT:   Marianne Alfsen/Felix Media  PHOTO: NTB/Scanpix

“Many have asked me if there are any Laureates who in hindsight 
should not have been awarded the Nobel Peace Prize. I have never 
answered that question. But when I retire, although still bound to a 
certain level of secrecy, I will be able to comment more candidly,” 
says Geir Lundestad.

We meet the 69-year-old in his grand office at the Norwegian 
Nobel Institute in the centre of Oslo, which he has proudly inhab-
ited for the past 23 years.

“Most people think about where they are going next. When I 
got here in 1990, I stopped thinking about 
that. I was where I wanted to be,” continues 
Lundestad, who is known to have turned 
down several offers for prestigious positions 
in Norwegian politics and international aca-
demia, to stay in the job that has allowed 
him to meet and bond with so many of those 
who shape today’s world.

“I have a ton of stories to tell about all the 
people I have met. Since I took the initiative 
for the Nobel Peace Prize Concert twenty 
years ago, I can even tell a story or two 
about some Hollywood celebrities,” says 
Lundestad jokingly. 

LEARNING FROM HISTORY
Although a keen and accomplished story-
teller, who loves to tell quirky stories – such 
as the one about Arafat who was late for the 
Nobel Banquet because he could not rip himself away from what 
his wife called “his favourite activity”: watching Tom and Jerry 
cartoons with the rest of the PLO leadership – Lundestad’s interest 
lies in recounting history. As a history professor who still lectures 
once a week at the University of Oslo, he believes in analysing and 
learning from the past when shaping the future, and in sharing the 
knowledge he has gained through a long and eventful life.

“I believe it my duty, as a professor and Director of the Nobel 
Institute, to tell people what I have learned,” says Lundestad, who 
plans to write two books upon his retirement: one about the No-
bel Peace Prize in general and one about the Laureates he has met 
personally. He already has a considerable bibliography to show for, 
particularly within the field of relations between superpowers – a 

life-long interest that was born when he was an exchange student 
in the US during the Cuban missile crisis in 1962.

“I even got to meet Kennedy. He greeted all the exchange stu-
dents on the lawn of the White House. I was a big fan of his, and 
ran home from school to watch TV whenever he held a speech or 
a press conference. Kennedy was a master with words, who could 
say intellectually challenging things with a humorous twist,” says 
Lundestad. However, he points out that his admiration waned 
somewhat upon learning about Kennedy’s efforts to try to stop the 

now historic civil rights march in Washington 
in 1963, to appease the southern Senators.  

AN INFLUENTIAL ROLE
When we ask why the relationship between 
the world’s superpowers after the Second 
World War fascinates him, he simply answers: 
“They were the ones that decided whether 
there was war or peace in the world.”

Originally, he intended to major in politi-
cal science, with a minor in history, but he 
ended up becoming an historian.

“Political science teaches you why wars 
break out. However, I soon realised that it is 
impossible to say something general about 
why wars begin, that it is much more com-
plicated than what I was told. No war is the 
same. You have to study each individual war 
to understand them. So, I realised that his-

tory was more for me,” he explains. 
As the director of the Norwegian Nobel Institute, he has a con-

siderable role in shaping a morsel of history himself. Lundestad 
is quick to point out, however, that he is not the one who decides 
who will become the next Nobel Peace Prize Laureate. The politi-
cally appointed Nobel Committee does, of which Lundestad is not 
a member – merely the secretary. However, the respected profes-
sor, known for his strong opinions, plays an important role. He is 
the one vetting all the proposed candidates, in consultation with 
Norwegian as well as international experts, and presents evalua-
tions of a narrowed down selection for the Committee to consider.

He fiercely underlines that he is no puppet master: 
“Of course I have some influence on the process, but if I am 

 

Geir Lundestad
BORN: 17 January 1945 in Sulitjelma, Norway

1970: Cand.philol.  in history from the University 
of Oslo 

1974: Employed as associate and later professor 
in history at the University of Tromsø. Stayed 
there until 1990, interrupted by a few longer 
research stays in the U.S. at Harvard University in 
Massachusetts and Woodrow Wilson International 
Center i Washington, D.C.

1990: Started his job as the Director of the 
Norwegian Nobel Institute

2005: Opened the Nobel Peace Prize Centre 
in Oslo

In the news: Resigning from his position as 
Director from next year.

n n Actually, I think one of the most 
notable omissions in the history of 
the Nobel Peace Prize, apart from 
not awarding it to Ghandi, was not 
awarding the EU the Prize sooner.

IN PLACE. Geir Lundestad has few thoughts as to what he will 
do after resigning from his position as Director of the Nobel 
Institute next year. “Most people think about where they are 
going next. When I got here in 1990, I stopped thinking about 
that. I was where I wanted to be,” he says.
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perceived as having my own agenda, I will lose the trust of the 
Committee – who are the ones that ultimately decide.” 

EASY TO GET NOMINATED
2013 was a record year in terms of the number of nominees: 259 
names were forwarded.

“A few years ago, when a prominent member of the Progress 
Party in Norway made public that he had nominated George Bush 
for the Peace Prize, I got thousands of e-mails. Most of them began 
with ‘you idiot’,” recalls Lundestad.

He gets engaged as he explains the common misunderstanding 
that he himself or the Nobel Committee has any say in who gets 
nominated – although the Committee members may submit their 
own nominations.

Nobel’s will is clear: Members of national parliaments and gov-
ernments, members of international courts, professors in specific 
fields, directors of peace and foreign policy research institutions, 
and former Laureates and Nobel Committee members can for-
ward candidates.

“Anyone can be nominated, even warmongers and dictators, 
if they get someone with the right to nominate to forward their 
name,” explains Lundestad. “Many people brag about the fact that 
they have been nominated to the Nobel Peace Prize, misusing it by 
including this in their résumés. However, it is actually easy to be 
nominated. The hard part is getting the prize,” scoffs Lundestad.

THRIVES ON CONTROVERSY
The Director of the Nobel Institute is obviously keen to set the 
record straight about the nomination process. This has, however, 
nothing whatsoever to do with fear of controversy.

“So many people come up to me and say, ‘the controversy over 
this or that Nobel Peace Prize is so sad’. They have misunderstood 
completely. Controversy and debate is good,” says Lundestad.

“Some of the most controversial prizes have proven to be the 

most successful ones,” he continues, and points to the one in 1935 
as an example. The journalist and socialist Carl von Ossietzky 
was one of the foremost critics of the political development in 
Germany during the inter-war years. History showed us that Mr 
Ossietzky was right in his warnings, but at the time, the fact that 
he was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize caused more controversy 
then ever before – or after. 

“Two members of the Nobel Committee actually withdrew, and 
the Norwegian King stayed away from the award ceremony – prob-
ably prompted by the Norwegian government, who feared that the 
prize would harm Norway’s relations with Germany. And Hitler 
did indeed become furious,” tells Lundestad.

In recent years, the 2010 prize awarded to Chinese dissident Lio 
Xiaobo caused many to rustle their feathers. 

“Neither politicians nor the business community like to criticise 
China. These are exactly the situations where the Peace Prize re-
ally has a mission, where the Committee can make a difference,” 
says Lundestad. 

A GREAT HONOUR
He is, however, quick to point out that the Prize itself does not 
create peace.

“There is a limit to what five Norwegians can accomplish,” he 
says, jumping eagerly out of his chair to retrieve a book from his 
massive floor-to-ceiling bookcase. He returns with the Oxford Dic-
tionary of Contemporary World History. 

“Look here, it says that the Nobel Peace Prize is the world’s most 
prestigious prize – just Prize, not Peace Prize. It is first and foremost 
a great honour to become a Laureate, although sometimes it does 
influence the state of affairs. Lech Walesa has, for instance, said that 
he would never have achieved what he did in Poland if he had not 
been awarded the Peace Prize,” Lundestad says, enthusiastically 
recalling the chain of events that followed, transforming Europe for-
ever, as the east and the west joined forces within the EU framework.

“Actually, I think one of the most notable omissions in the 
history of the Nobel Peace Prize, apart from not awarding it to 
Ghandi, was not awarding the EU the Prize sooner,” says Lun-
destad about last year’s winner – for once showing little patience 
for those who claim the choice was misguided.

“The EU has done more than any other organisation or person 
to make Europe a continent of peace. Remember, France and 
Germany had fought no less than three wars between 1870 and 
1945. Suddenly, they decided to become friends. That is extraor-
dinary,” Lundestad says enthusiastically, adding that the Nobel 
Peace Prize Laureates were never meant to be, and never were, 
“saints”. Even Mother Teresa turned out to accept money from 
some quite dodgy sources.

“In 2001, when the Prize celebrated its centennial, there was 
an idea that all the living Laureates were to sign a common dec-
laration about peace. I said early on that it was doomed. The 
Laureates range from the radical to the conservative. In the end 
they just expressed their congratulations to the UN and Kofi An-
nan, the 2001 winners,” says Lundestad. 

 
A CALM YEAR
This year, the Nobel Peace Prize was awarded to the Organisa-
tion for the Prohibition of Chemical Weapons (OPCW). Apart 
from a few worried voices – claiming the 2013 prize might take 
focus away from the harsh humanitarian situation in Syria, by 
focusing on the “success” of the removal of chemical weapons – 
Lundestad has enjoyed smooth waters in the preparations for the 
award ceremony. The 2013 winner is commonly seen as “wor-
thy” – unarguably in line with Nobel’s will and not at odds with 
too many people. The Nobel Institute Director laughs when asked 
if he finds the lack of controversy a tiny bit tedious.

“We need some of those as well,” he says, and, as always, ex-
presses his firm support for the Committee’s choice, pointing to 
the fact that the struggle to remove chemical weapons from the 

face of the earth is about to become one of the great successes of 
the past decades. 

“Perhaps the Peace Prize will contribute to pushing this issue 
the final step towards complete removal,” says Lundestad.

It remains to be seen to what extent he will keep with the pro-
gram when he retires after the 2014 award ceremony. For now, 
the energetic and media savvy Director only wets our appetite 
by concluding:

“The Nobel Peace Prize could never claim to have a perfect 
record.” n

 

Facts about the Nobel Peace Prize

Alfred Nobel was a Swedish chem-
ist, engineer, innovator and arma-
ments manufacturer – and the in-
ventor of dynamite.

He willed the majority of his fortune 
to a series of prizes to be awarded 
people who contribute to major 
developments within the fields of 
physics, chemistry, medicine, liter-
ature and peace.

The Norwegian Nobel Commit-
tee awards the Peace Prize, while 
a series of Swedish committees – 
defined by Nobel himself – award 
the rest. In addition, the Bank of 
Sweden funds a Nobel memorial 
prize in economics.

No one knows for certain why No-
bel wanted the Peace Prize to be 
awarded by a Norwegian com-
mittee. One theory is that Norway 
and Sweden were in a union, and 
that it was appropriate for ‘the little 
brother’ to be included. Another is 
that Nobel was impressed by the 
interest the Norwegian Parliament 
showed in the peaceful solution of 
disputes. 

94 Peace Prizes have been award-
ed to 126 Laureates since 1901.

This year’s winner is The Organisa-
tion for the Prohibition of Chemical 
Weapons (OPCW) – for its exten-
sive efforts to eliminate chemical 
weapons. 

ROYAL ORDER. In 2008, Director Geir Lundestad was appoint-
ed Commander of The Royal Norwegian Order of St. Olav for 
his humanitarian efforts. Photo: NTB/Scanpix

FINALLY FREE. Myanmar opposition leader Aung San Suu Kyi arrives in Norway in June 
2012, to at last accept her Nobel Peace Prize. It was awarded her over twenty years ear-
lier, in 1991. Suu Kyi was met at the airport by Thorbjørn Jagland, chairman of the Nor-
wegian Nobel Committee (right) and Geir Lundestad, director of the Norwegian Nobel 
Institute (left). Photo: NTB/Scanpix 

MANDELA. Former president of South Africa, Nelson Mandela, who received 
the Nobel Peace Prize in 1993, arrives at the opening of the Nobel Peace 
Centre in 2005 and is supported by Geir Lundestad. 

CARTOON FAN. PLO leader Yasser Arafat and his wife Suha share a laugh 
with Geir Lundestad at the Nobel Institute’s headquarters in Oslo, 1994. 
Apparently, Arafat was late for the Nobel banquet because he was watch-
ing cartoons. Photo: NTB/Scanpix 
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NUBA MOUNTAINS  – For two years a bloody war has raged in the Nuba 
Mountains in southern Sudan, far under the radar of the international 
community. In an almost surreal struggle for survival, civilians seek  
refuge in muddy fox holes and barren mountain caves.

TEXT:  Lennart Hofman PHOTO: Andreas Ståhl

A Forgotten War

REBELS. The struggle for survival of the people in the Nuba Mountains is the result of an unresolved conflict between the mainly Arab Muslim government 
in Khartoum and insurgent rebels in peripheral areas. This picture is taken with troops from the Sudan Peoples Liberation Army-North (SPLA-N) at a se-
cret location in South Kordofan.

DESPAIR. Stepmother of Nasreen Khalid, a 6 year-old-girl who was killed by an airstrike the day before, grieves against a crumbling mud wall. Every day 
the people in the Nuba Mountains have to escape constant air strikes from the Sudanese air force, which mainly target civilians. 
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 W 
hen Jamal Abdhallah 
(20) and his two broth-
ers heard the roar of the 
approaching Antonov 
bomber, they immedi-

ately started running. The first bomb 
struck in the middle of the field which 
leads to their house. They escaped. When 
they entered the house Abdhallah told his 
mother, who was hiding behind the food 
supply with his grandmother and two sis-
ters: “I’d better wait outside. If the bomb 
hits the house we’ll all be dead, if I stay out-
side at least one of us will be alive.”

A moment later there is a dull thud fol-
lowed by a cloud of thick smoke. “I heard 
him shout,” his mother recalls a week later. 
“When I managed to get out of the house, 
I found him in a pool of blood. Both his 
legs were gone. I tried to bring him in, but 
he was too heavy to 
carry.”

Through the 
cracks of the 
thatched roof 
some rays of sun-
light fall on her 
grief-stricken face. 
A tear glistens in 
her eye, which she 
quickly wipes away 
with the palm of her hand. She remem-
bers screaming for help until a neighbour 
came. He took her son to St. Mary’s hospi-
tal in Kumbor, one of two hospitals in the 
region. But it was too late. On May 15, a 
little after seven o’clock in the evening, he 
died of his injuries. What happened to Ab-
dhallah is not an isolated incident. It is the 
daily reality for people living in the Nuba 
Mountains, a remote area in the south of 
present-day Sudan, approximately the size 
of England. 

In a register at St. Mary’s hospital Abd-
hallah is listed as the 1040th person who 
has been brought in with injuries that 
were a direct result of the war. The 135th 
with an A written before his name. The A 
stands for Antonov, the Russian aircraft 
with which the Sudanese army bombards 
its citizens on a daily basis.

NEVER-ENDING WARS
The struggle of the people in the Nuba 
Mountains is the result of an unresolved 
conflict between the mainly Arab Mus-
lim government in the capital Khartoum, 
and insurgent rebels in the marginalized 

peripheral areas of the country, mainly 
inhabited by Christian and animist black 
Africans. 

With the exception of a period of sta-
bility between 1972 and 1983, Sudan has 
suffered from a cruel civil war since 1954. 
In 2005, under pressure from the inter-
national community, a peace agreement 
was signed between the two main factions: 
the rebels of the Sudan Peoples Liberation 
Army (SPLA) from the south of Sudan, and 
the central government in Khartoum. The 
agreement states that the southern part of 
Sudan could choose independence from 
Sudan by referendum, and that in the re-
gions of Blue Nile and South Kordofan, 
where the Nuba Mountains are situated, 
a popular consultation would take place.

In 2011 the South chose independence, 
but the scheduled popular referendum 

was successfully 
frustrated by the 
government in 
Khartoum. They 
wanted to keep the 
region fully under 
their control, partly 
due to its large oil 
and gold reserves.

Shortly there-
after the govern-

ment demanded that the South Kordofan-
based Sudan Peoples Liberation Army-
North (SPLA-N), which fought alongside 
the SPLA for many years, to hand in their 
weapons. The SPLA-N, suspicious after the 
suspended popular consultation and frus-
trated at the continued lack of attention for 
the areas in the periphery of the country, 
refused what they regarded an overt inten-
tion of the government to transform the 
country into an Arab Islamic state.

In June 2011 the government in Khar-
toum declared war on the SPLA-N and the 
region slid back into war again. In Septem-
ber of that year the violence expanded to 
the neighbouring Blue Nile region. Almost 
immediately the region descended into 
chaos. Aerial attacks on civilians and their 
food stocks began, Sudanese soldiers and 
supporting Arab militias of the Popular 
Defence Forces (PDF) destroyed villages, 
water pumps and fields, and thousands of 
people fled. 

In addition, the region was cut off from 
the outside world by the Sudanese govern-
ment which obstructed any humanitar-
ian aid to the affected areas. This quickly 

 n NAME: Republic of Sudan 
 n CAPITAL: Khartoum 
 n LANGUAGE: Arabic, English (official)
 n RELIGION: Sunni Muslim, small Christian 

minority
 n POPULATION: 45.7 million (UN 

estimate 2012). The largest ethnic group 
is Sudanese Arabs (approximately 70 per 
cent). Others include Fur, Beja, Nuba, Fallata

 n PRESIDENT: Omar Hassan Bashir. He 
came to power in a military coup in 1989 and 
has ruled with an iron fist ever since. Presi-
dent Bashir faces two international arrest 
warrants, issued by the International Criminal 
Court in The Hague, on charges of genocide, 
war crimes and crimes against humanity.

Sources: BBC, CIA Factbook

NUBA MOUNTAINS
 n The on-going war in Sudan’s Nuba 

Mountains is taking place almost entirely 
out of sight. With aid agencies banned 
from the area, the humanitarian crisis is 
escalating.

 n Nuba Mountains used to have 1.5 
million inhabitants. Now, the UN says 
200,000 refugees have fled the area for 
neighbouring countries. The largest group 
has fled to Yida, a remote refugee camp 
just over the border in South Sudan. The 
population of the camp has increased 
from eighteen thousand in March 2012, to 
71,000 today.  

 n On top of that, approximately 420,000 
internally displaced people are situated 
in areas held by the rebels, and 275,000 
thousand are in areas under the control of 
the Sudanese government.

 n The UN Security Council has so far not 
succeeded reaching an agreement on the 
condemnation of the violence in the Nuba 
Mountains. or taken any concrete measures 
to stop it. Objections from China and Russia 
against strong language and tough action is 
cited as the main causes.

 n Efforts of the African Union, supported 
by the UN and the Arab League, to bring 
the warring parties together and to allow 
emergency relief in the affected areas have 
also come to nothing.

 n The Sudanese Commissioner for 
Humanitarian Affairs has repeatedly stated 
that humanitarian aid is not necessary 
because the situation in the territories 
occupied by the rebels is ‘at normal level’, 
suggesting there is no humanitarian crisis.

Facts

Sudan

n n  With the exception 
of a period of stability 
between 1972 and 1983, 
Sudan has suffered 
from a cruel civil war 
since 1954.

FIGHT FOR CONTROL. In 2011, South 
Sudan became independent and the 
Sudanese regions of Blue Nile and 
South Kordofan, where the Nuba 
Mountains are situated, were promised 
a popular referendum to determine 
their status. When this never happened, 
the South Kordofan-based SPLA-N 
refused to lay down their weapons. In 
June 2011 the government in Khar-
toum declared war on the SPLA-N and 
the region descended into chaos.
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led to shortages of food, water, medicine 
and education facilities. After six years of 
fragile peace the Nuba Mountains were 
transformed once again into a place where 
death is always lurking. Relying only on 
themselves, the inhabitants are stuck in a 
sometimes almost surreal fight to stay alive. 

UNDER THE RADAR
Dr Tom Catena, a 49-year-old US citizen, 
has been running St. Mary’s Hospital since 
May 2008 and is one of the few foreign na-
tionals living in the Nuba Mountains. Hast-
ily he walks through the halls of his over-
crowded hospital, explaining how citizens 
are being bombarded by Antonovs on a 
daily basis. 

“After an explosion large pieces of 
metal fly around, causing people injury,” 

explains Catena. “If they live nearby they 
are brought here, but often it is too late. 
Some live a week’s walk from here and die 
on the way to the hospital, without anyone 
ever knowing.”

“In the past week 35 people died and 
seventy were injured,” he continues heat-
edly. “This happened in areas where there 
are no rebels. It’s an attack by the govern-
ment on its own people. But the world 
doesn’t see it, or doesn’t want to see it. 
This war is taking place below the radar of 
the international community. It’s frustrat-
ing and it makes me angry, but I hardly 
have the energy to cry.” 

Then he pauses and rubs his chin 
thoughtfully. “The UN should come here 
to see what is going on. They should talk 
to the chiefs, the village elders and others 

who live here. Then they will see that the 
problems were never solved in the Nuba 
Mountains. That this is disputed territory, 
where the referendum was never held, 
and that a war is being waged by a govern-
ment whose aim is to kill civilians.”

SURVIVING IN HOLES
The consequences of the relentless violence 
in the Nuba Mountains are clearly visible. 
Thousands of displaced people shelter in the 
caves of the surrounding mountains; oth-
ers live in huts built from plastic and grass. 
Fields are burned or lie abandoned because 
people do not dare to work in fear of air 
strikes. Here and there an unexploded mis-
sile juts from the ground, and everywhere 
you go you find big holes – fox holes – in the 
ground where people hide from air strikes. 

“The holes are part of our culture now,” 
says Kucko Shaine Abajo, a local official 
from Kauda. “We provide training courses 
where we explain how to build a fox hole 
and where we provide building materials. 
It saves a lot of lives.” 

Suddenly the roar of an Antonov 
echoes through the streets, and imme-
diately the villagers begin to run. Tod-
dlers saunter to the holes made for them, 
mothers with babies under their arms 
rush through the streets, and drunken 
men belatedly sprint to the more dis-
tant holes. Even the dogs and the goats 
know where to find the fox holes. And 
the strange thing is: a large part of the 
population does it smiling. 

“What else can we do?” explains a resi-
dent later that afternoon. “That’s the only 

way to deal with the fear we live with day 
and night.”

DANCE OF DEATH
However, almost every day people die in 
this deadly dance. As they do in Marnyang, 
a village just outside Kauda. There Yousif 
Omar (38) stands among the still smoulder-
ing remains of the hut of his brother. A day 
earlier an Antonov dropped twelve bombs 
here. His six year old niece Nasreen Khalid 
was killed and her three brothers and fa-
ther were injured. 

Between the charred and burning pieces 
of wood and cane of the roof, Nasreen’s 
stepmother is sobbing against a crumbling 
mud wall. A group of women is trying to 
gather small amounts of grains from the 
rubble of the smoking ruin. 

n n  In the past week 
35 people died and 
seventy were injured.
This happened in areas 
where there are no 
rebels. It’s an attack by 
the government on its 
own people.
DR TOM CATENA,  St. Mary’s Hospital

ESCALATING CRISIS. A man seeks protection in a “fox hole” during intensive bombing in the city of Kuada. Air attacks on civilians and their food stocks de-
stroy villages, water pumps and fields, and force thousands of people to flee. Aid agencies are banned from operating in the area, cutting the region off 
from the outside world.

LOST HER SON. The mother of Jamal Abdhallah 
who was killed in an air strike on 15 May near 
his house in the city of Kauda.

INJURED. An old woman sits front of her hus-
band who was hit in an air strike from the Suda-
nese air force at the St. Mary Hospital in Kombo, 
South Kordofan, Sudan.

UNDER THE RADAR. A young man injured by an air strike lies at St. Mary Hospital. Citizens are bom-
barded on a daily basis by Antonovs. “It’s frustrating that this humanitarian catastrophe is happening 
under the radar of the international community,’’ says the American doctor Tom Catena who has been 
in charge of the hospital for five years.
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“Without food the affected family will 
not survive the coming months,” explains 
Omar. “Therefore, we must help them as 
soon as possible. That’s the only way to 
prevent more casualties. This morning I 
immediately sold a cow to buy food for my 
brother.” 

He falls silent for a moment and then 
continues. “It’s terrible what happened 
to Nasreen and the others, but we know 
that we can die at any moment. We are 
somehow used to it. The only thing we 
need to do now, is help one another. We 
are dependent on each other to survive, 
and we must continue on with life as soon 
as possible.” 

STARVATION
In Luwere, a collection of huts on a moun-
tain just outside Kauda, the people are des-
perate as well. “This is the most difficult 
year since the war began,” says Samira 
Adam Tutu (42), leader of a local women’s 
association. “In April, two women of this 
village died when they tried to catch some 
grasshoppers to feed their children. When 
the Antonov came and bombed them, 
they died instantly. We did not even have 
enough food to assist the families during 
the mourning period.”

Next to her one of her two daughters 
sits on a wooden bench. Against the wall 
of the mud hut some roses grow. “We are 
always afraid that the Antonov will come, 
and we have nothing to eat.” She swallows 
before she continues, “Last year I mixed 
the little food I had with leaves, but now 
I have nothing. I occasionally get some 
from my neighbours, but they also do 
not have enough food to survive the com-
ing months. If no help comes in the next 
few weeks I’m afraid that I will starve to 
death.”

HIDE IN CAVES
In July 2011 the four thousand residents of 
the village of Heiban walked to the caves 
of the surrounding Black Mountains. Their 
struggle for survival is as macabre as it is 
impressive. 

They had but one goal: to escape the 
air raids by the Sudanese air force. There, 
surrounded by thousands of singing birds, 
roaring monkeys, countless trees and cacti 
and, when the sun goes down, even lions 
and hyenas, Khamis Anur Kodi taught his 
family to survive with almost nothing. 

He squints as he recalls the memories 
of those first few weeks of his new life. 

“When I came here, we lived in these caves 
between snakes and scorpions. There was 
no help, no food, no water and people 
were sick. We had nothing, but there was 
no other choice. In the caves, at least we 
were safe.” 

Driven by fear, the displaced villagers 
learned how to adapt to the extreme primi-
tiveness of life in the mountains. They built 
huts of clay and straw, and constructed 
fields where they grew peanuts, beans and 
sorghum with a minimal amount of water. 

The huts are currently inhabited by 
the two thousand villagers who still hide 
in the mountains. The other half has de-
scended and returned home, preferring 
the fear in the village above the meagre life 
of the mountains. Kodi decided to leave 
the mountains after six months. 

“I got used to the fear of air strikes and 
saw that the shelters in the village worked 
well. I also couldn’t bear the barrenness 
anymore. There is nothing here. Down in 
the village it is dangerous, but at least we 
have some facilities.”

Huda Ismael (32) argues the opposite. 
“I want security for me and my children. 
That’s more important than the benefits 
of the village.” Together with her hus-
band and three children, she lives in the 
hut Kodi once built for his family. Her hus-
band descends from the mountain now 
and then to sell some seeds and peanuts 
on the market, and to buy soap. 

“In the beginning life in the mountains 
was unbearable, but later I realized that 
it’s safer here than in the village and I got 
used to it,” she says softly. “I’m not going 
back until it’s safe.” 

Stories like these are plentiful in the 
Nuba Mountains. Half of the population, 
over half a million people, have had to 
leave their homeland to build an extremely 
basic new life. Over 150,000 fled to refu-
gee camps outside the borders. In places 
close to mountains people preferred the 
relatively safe caves, and thousands oth-
ers flocked to safer areas in the region. But 
their struggle for survival is harsh. 

WILLED FAMINE
In Heiban, at the foot of the Black Moun-
tains, Commissioner Mubarak Bolus Tutu 
sits behind a large desk in a spacious office. 
Large cracks disfigure the walls and a piece 
of the ceiling hangs down. “Antonov,” he 
states nonchalantly as he points upwards 
towards the noise in the sky. But the fear 
of air raids is not his main concern. The 
region which he heads, the largest of the 
Nuba Mountains, has 217,000 inhabitants 
and is currently home to 69,000 internally 
displaced people. To a large extent they 
are dependent on the help of the local 
population, but he fears that they will be 
unable to offer any more help in the com-
ing months.

“Last month, 75 families arrived here 
from Dandur, a region where heavy fight-
ing was going on. We gave them a piece of 
land to grow food and we placed recent or-
phans with families in the village,” he says. 
“It’s our responsibility to help them, and 
the villagers are happy to do so, but we will 
not be able to do so much longer. There is 
simply not enough food for everyone to 
survive the coming months.”

As he speaks, the anger he feels be-
comes increasingly more apparent. “The 
government wants to create a famine.” he 
eventually states. “During the sowing and 
harvesting season the air attacks on peo-
ple working in the fields intensify, so peo-
ple do not dare to work. Last year, many 
farms and food stocks were destroyed by 
Antonovs, and by soldiers and Arab mi-
litias who support the government. We 
are now beginning to notice the conse-
quences. People are selling their livestock 
on the market to buy food.”

He swallows, and continues angrily: 
“Between June and September the lack 
of food is at a peak. Then the harvest of 
the previous year is finished and the crops 
are not yet mature. When the rainy season 
starts the roads to neighbouring countries 
are impassable, so the few existing food 
lines are gone. In those months, we can 
not move and we are all left on our own. 
We expect that, like last year, many people 
will die.”

FROM DARFUR
In 2005 Ibrahim Khamis Asaac and four 
thousand others of his clan fled the neigh-
bouring region of Darfur. Destitute he ar-
rived in Kauda, where he received some 
food and land to build up a new life. The 
first few years of his new life were good 

n n  I want security for 
me and my children. 
That’s more important 
than the benefits of the 
village.
HUDA ISMAEL,  mother of three

FROM FRYING PAN TO FIRE. A man stands on a cliff in the “Black Mountains”, near the city of Heiban. Many civilians have moved up to the mountains to 
escape the constant threat of air strikes. However, life in the mountains is proving extremely difficult, with no food or water. Many choose to return to the 
villages, braving the dangers of the air strikes.



3 7PERSPECTIVE NO. 04.20133 6 NO. 04.2013 PERSPECTIVE

due to the then existing international aid, 
he says. But when the war flared up again, 
everything changed. 

Ibrahim is the chief of the Darfuri com-
munity in Kauda, currently consisting of 
only 36 families. The others have travelled 
on to refugee camps in South Sudan, Ethio-
pia and Kenya. “The people who stayed 
here can not leave. They have no money, 
or simply can’t make it,” he explains. “The 
journey is too heavy for old people and 
families with many children. And we are 
tired of walking. We have already walked 
too much.”

At present, his clan faces many difficul-
ties. “There is not enough food, there are 
no jobs and we are always afraid that the 
Antonovs are coming,” he says gloomily. 
“We lose a lot of cattle to air attacks and 

it is dangerous to work in the fields. Some 
families have not had any food for days 
and are forced to eat leaves. It is especially 
difficult for old people and children. This 
month an old man died from malnutrition, 
two weeks ago the same happened with an 
old woman.” 

It is apparent that the lack of interven-
tion from the international community an-
gers Ibrahim. “We had to leave our home-
land in Darfur because our women were 
raped and our houses were burned. We 
had no choice but to leave. And now we 
are here and we are still not safe.” He falls 
silent, and raises a finger to lend force to 
his words: “The international community 
should put pressure on [President Omar 
al-] Bashir to stop the air strikes and to al-
low food aid. He is the cause of all these 

problems. As long as he is in power I have 
no hope for the future.” 

“DO THEY WANT US TO DIE?”
The lack of help makes the people of the 
Nuba Mountains angry and frustrated. 
Kuku Barnabas, a local official from Kum-
bor, says: “Sometimes it feels like the world 
wants us to die, as if they do not care about 
us.” 

“We hear on the radio about Syria, Iraq, 
Afghanistan and all the attention they get 
from the international community and 
media,” he continues. “When things go 
wrong in these countries there is help im-
mediately. The people in the village hear 
this too and discuss it. They think: why 
does this not happen here? Do they want 
us to die?”

One in five people in his region is dis-
placed and looking for help, but like in 
Heiban, the people of Kumbor are not able 
to deal with the influx of new people. 

“We give the new people seeds that grow 
more quickly, but that is not enough to 
survive the coming months,” he says. “In 
order not to starve, people hunt for rats 
and cats in the bush. Some women cook 
plants which are only edible if you cook 
them more than three times. If not, they 
are toxic. Many children are so hungry that 
they take the plants when their mothers 
are not paying attention. Some children 
died when they ate it.” 

The presence of the UN in areas under 
the control of the Sudanese government, 
but not in areas under rebel control, makes 
Barnabas angry. “In this way, Bashir is using 

food as a weapon of war,” he says firmly. 
“He wants to drive us out of the region, and 
that is exactly what is happening now. Peo-
ple are forced to leave in search of food. 
But many people 
can not go to areas 
under the control 
of the government. 
They run a risk, it is 
too far away or they 
do not dare go.”

“It’s frustrating 
that the UN doesn’t 
come to areas un-
der rebel control 
because Bashir said 
so,” Barnabas continues. “Bashir is a war 
criminal who is wanted by the International 
Criminal Court in The Hague. He has no 

credibility. The UN should not listen to him 
when it comes to humanitarian issues.”

He stops speaking to apologize for 
his anger, but a moment later he starts 

searching for 
words to express 
his desperate feel-
ings. “People need 
to realize that what 
is happening here 
is real,” he mutters 
eventually. “But 
the problem is so 
big that I can not 
put it into words. It 
hurts me. Because 

we are human and we are dying here. Peo-
ple have to understand that it is real and 
has to stop.” n

n n  Sometimes it feels 
like the world wants us 
to die, as if they do not 
care about us.
KUKU BARNABAS,  an official in Kumbor

LOOKING FOR HELP
When a displaced community asks another community for help, the 
chiefs of the communities come together to find a solution for their 
problems. They search for land to cultivate and to build new houses, or-
phans are placed with families in the village and some food is donated to 
the newcomers. Displaced persons often live under trees, in small huts, 
in churches or with relatives in the village. If available, people from the 
village offer them some work, traders and market men help by donat-
ing food, and local officials do their best to arrange documents so that 
displaced people can travel on to refugee camps outside the borders. 

The refugee camp in Yida, just over the border in South Sudan, is im-
portant for the inhabitants of the Nuba Mountains, several officials say. 
Sometimes people travel to Yida to get some food and return to share 
it with their families, and in the difficult months women and children 
tend to leave for Yida to escape the misery in the Nuba Mountains. 
Because it is a difficult and expensive trip, most people remain there, 
but some of the refugees return to work on the land when necessary. 
Between June and August the roads in the area are impassable because 
of the rainy season, and the region is dominated by a dire shortage of 
food. Afterward, many displaced people leave for areas with sufficient 
new harvest. 

It’s like this in the Kauda region, where the rebels have their govern-
ment. According to a local official, in 2012, the population grew from 
of 65,000 in October, to 170,000 in November and December. Because 
the region can not handle this many people, many of them move on 
to the refugee camp in Yida or other areas in the region. Others return 
home as soon as possible. As a result the population in Kauda dropped 
to 25,000 in January 2013.

ABANDONED. Three women grieve the loss of 6-year-old Nasreen Khalid who died the day before in an air strike by the 
Sudanese air force. “Whenever people come here to see what is happening I explain what we are going through. They see that 
there are people dying from air strikes, lack of food and diseases. But (…) nothing happens. We are left with a government that 
does not want us to exist, and the world allows this,” says Kuku Barnabas, a local official from Kumbor.

HOMELESS. A woman stands in the     ruins of an air strike which destroyed her house. During the sowing  
and harvesting season air attacks       on people working in the fields increase, so few dare to work. Many  
farms and food stocks have been        destroyed by last year’s Antonov attacks, causing severe food shortages.
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GENERALS  
to  Glamour

FROM

The Burmese have stood on the outside watching their 
neighbours getting ever wealthier. Now that the military 

dictatorship has come to an end, the honeymoon can at last 
begin for the Burmese people.

TEXT:  Øystein Mikalsen PHOTO: Ken Opprann

★★★★★

★★★★★

“NEWANMAR”. Model Victoria Hlaing (23) is a representa-
tive of Myanmar’s bright future. The military dictatorship 
has been replaced with fashion, glamour and formidable 
economic forecasts. 
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“ONE, TWO, THREE,” counts the photographer 
and captures the face of Victoria Hlaing (23) 
in a fraction of a second. Victoria changes 
her posture before the flashing lights go 
off again, illuminating the face which will 
adorn the cover of the December issue of 
the lifestyle magazine Pae Phu Hlwar.

Victoria already has several years of ex-
perience in the fashion industry behind 
her, and expects to have several more prof-
itable years ahead of her, before wrinkles 
and age one day puts an end to her oppor-
tunities in the polished Burmese fashion 
industry. She can thank John Lwin for the 
life in spotlight. Her happiness was made 
the day he decided to bring her into his 
fold. 

John Lwin is not anybody in “Newan-
mar”. Lwin owns and runs the country’s 
largest model bureau, and can ecstatically 
convey that all the arrows are pointing up-
wards.

GOLDEN TIMES
“We have lived in the backwater long 
enough. Now Myanmar wants to join in on 
the fun,” says Lwin weighing his iPhone in 
his hand. Star Business Group takes a size-
able payment each time their models are 
preserved for eternity. A steadily growing 
advertisement market and an increasing 
number of lifestyle magazines is good news 
for Lwin, who throws a glance at the photo 
shoot taking place in the background.

“The economic sanctions had no other 
effect than forcing our country into the 
arms of China. And believe me; you don’t 
want to stay in those arms longer than nec-
essary. My guess is that the Western world 
and the Burmese authorities understood 
what was about to happen and met each 
other on the halfway to prevent full Chi-
nese domination. It was not a second too 
early. But I believe we should be grateful 
that anything came at all before it was too 
late. We get democracy and a fabulous eco-
nomic upswing, while the world gets a big 
new market to play in.” 

The model daddy puts away his mobile, 
picks up a walkie-talkie and barks a short 
order. Seconds later an assistant comes 
running with two plastic laminated press 
passes to Myanmar International Fashion 
Week.

“This is the first ever fashion week in 
Myanmar. It starts in only three days, and 
I was hoping to have lost some weight be-
fore that.”

A note is taped to the office door, stat-

ing that it is forbidden to give him food 
or snacks – the boss is on a diet. Over the 
desk hangs a portrait taken many years ago 
– and even more kilos ago. It was a time 
when John Lwin was a photo model in Sin-
gapore, Aung San Suu Kyi was in house ar-
rest and Myanmar was by many regarded 
as a dictatorial and backwards country. 

“I could have done without all this belly 
fat, but everything else that has happened 
the last years I would never do without. 
Things are happening at full speed, and 
I’m standing in the middle of the storm.”

GAYS AND NAKEDNESS
John Lwin casts an annoyed glance at the 
thin lines telling him that his mobile cover-
age has not improved. “My dream is that 
the coverage indicator becomes wider and 
that I get thinner,” he laughs and moves his 
gaze from the mobile to the cars that stand 
bumper to bumper eight floors beneath us. 

“I am everything I shouldn’t be,” says 
Lwin with a little twist of his wrist. “I am 
gay, I am both Christian and Buddhist, I am 
a male photo model, and I don’t give a shit. 
First and foremost I don’t give a shit, and 
do exactly what I want. The funny thing 
is that time is working for me. Previously 
the authorities have forbidden us to show 
two-part underwear on the catwalk. At 
this fashion week, the audience will see 
knickers and bras and Burmese female 
navels in full public. There are many who 
have protested, but I’ve stopped caring, 
and I got my way.” 

“I think the authorities reluctantly ac-
knowledge that I represent the future,” 
continues Lwin. “That was how I was 
brought home from Singapore in 2007. 
Some state employee responsible for the 
commerce and textile industry wanted a 
fashion show. They had no idea how that 
stuff works and they asked me to come 
home and show the way. The rest is, as you 
say, history. Now here I sit, on the throne 
on the top. I find new model subjects on 
the street. When I call, people almost feel 
they have God on the line. My models earn 
700 USD in one photo shoot. Our Presi-

 n NAME: Republic of the Union of 
Myanmar. Until 1989, the country’s 
official name was Burma, when the 
military junta SLORC changed it to 
Myanmar.

 n GOVERNMENT: Republic. 
Since 1962, Myanmar was ruled by 
a military junta which committed ex-
tensive human rights violations. In 
2010, general elections were held 
for the first time in 20 years and a 
parliament was installed in 2011. 
Reforms have been introduced, 
leading the country towards de-
mocracy. On 1 April 2012 a civilian 
government was established, re-
placing a dictatorial military council 
consisting of 12 generals.

 n GEOGRAPHY: Borders to Chi-
na in the north-east, Laos in the 
east, Thailand in the south-east and 
Bangladesh and India in the west. 

 n CAPITAL: Nay Pyi Taw. Rangoon 
(Yangon) is the largest city.

 n POPULATION: 48.7 million. 
More than 100 ethnicities catego-
rised into 8 ethnic groups. Burman 
(68 per cent), Shan (9 per cent), 
and Karen (7 per cent) are the larg-
est. 

 n RELIGION: Buddhists (approx. 
85 per cent), Christians (approx. 4 
per cent), Muslims (approx. 4 per 
cent), Hindus and others. 

 n ECONOMY: 45-50 per cent of 
the population live under the pov-
erty line. The EU, United States and 
Canada imposed economic sanc-
tions on Myanmar, and among ma-
jor economies only China, India and 
South Korea invested in the coun-
try. The EU lifted all non-military 
sanctions in April 2012 

 n REFUGEES: 440,964 (from 
Myanmar)

 n INTERNALLY DISPLACED: 
More than 450,000

SOURCES: Norwegian Encyclo-
pedia, Flyktningregnskapet, BBC
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dent Thein Sein, reportedly earns 5000 
dollars a month.”

“A REVOLUTION WITHOUT LOSERS”
Though his pay may be modest, there are 
many Burmese who believe Thein Sein is 
just the man who deserves credit for what 
has been dubbed “a revolution without los-
ers”. Myanmar’s current president was in 
his time the feared general Than Shwe’s right 
hand. Sein rose quickly in the ranks. He was 
Prime Minister in the military junta in 2007 
when the monks’ protest marches for de-
mocracy were supressed with violence. 

The turning point arrived the year af-
ter, when the cyclone “Nargis” smashed 
in from the Bay of Bengal, killing 140,000 
people. The rest of the military leadership 
would not accept foreign humanitarian aid. 
Prime Minister Sein saw for himself the suf-
fering his people had to endure, and how 
much they would have benefitted from the 
international community’s outreach. 

It was at that moment Myanmar’s great 
political journey towards the West began. 
When elections were announced in 2010, 
many believed it was only for show. A mili-
tary dictatorship does not become a de-
mocracy just because its generals swap mil-

itary uniforms for suits and ties. But now, 
two years after Thein Sein was instated as 
president, it seems as though that is exactly 
what happened. Since August 2011, many 
political prisoners have been released. The 
censorship is gone. Unions have gained 
the right to strike. Aung San Suu Kyi sits in 
Parliament instead of in house arrest, and 
President Obama has been on an official 
state visit to the country. 

MOBILE PHONE BOOM
The sound of screaming rubber against dry 
asphalt cuts through the city bustle, forc-
ing several heads to turn. The driver who 
slammed the brakes waves his arms exas-
peratingly. The monk who caused the near 
accident looks up confounded from his 
mobile phone. He can thank the driver’s 
reaction time, and not higher powers, for 
escaping the statistics of traffic accidents 
caused by mobile phones.

Myo Aung can not hold back a smile 
when he hears about the monk with divine 
protection. “Yes, progress has its price!”

Aung owns one of the numerous mo-
bile phone shops on Anawratha Road. The 
young business man is very content with 
the state of affairs, and is not expecting to 

become any less enthused in the coming 
years. 

“Ten years ago, a SIM card cost 5000 US 
dollars. Now the price has fallen to 250 dol-
lars. If everything goes as the authorities 
have promised, the price will fall further 
next year. The problem is that the state 
owns and runs the only mobile operator 
in Myanmar. They have no competition, 
and they are therefore not in any hurry. It’s 
a pity that they don’t understand what we 
self-employed persons have understood a 
long time ago; that there is more money to 
be made by lowering the price and increas-
ing the volume.”

CHEAP CHINESE COPIES
It is almost three o’clock in the afternoon. 
Today, Aung has sold twenty-something 
mobile phones and corresponding sub-
scriptions. Behind the counter he has three 
employees. Underneath the glass counter 
are rows and rows of touchscreen phones, 
and on the wall behind them hangs enough 
mobile phone bling to decorate an average 
American Christmas tree.

“Galaxy Note is our bestseller. Well, not 
the Korean ones, of course,” smiles the 
mobile man. “Here there are only Chinese 

n n  I think the authori-
ties reluctantly acknowl-
edge that I represent the 
future.
JOHN LWIN,  model agent

MAVERICK. John Lwin is everything he should not be: a gay male photo 
model who is both Christian and Buddhist. He is organising Myanmar’s 
first ever International Fashion Week, and has confidently ignored protests 
against showing two-part underwear on the catwalk. 

“HOUSE OF GOD”. Stars & Models Int’l is John Lwin’s model agency. His 
models earn 700 USD in one photo shoot, whereas Myanmar’s President 
Thein Sein reportedly earns a mere 5000 USD a month.  “When I call, peo-
ple almost feel they have God on the line,” states Lwin humbly.
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copies. No one can afford the real goods, 
but if the development continues at the 
same pace in the coming years it won’t be 
long before we’re all walking around talk-
ing in real iPhones.”

“If that happens,” chips in one of the 
assistants, “the number of car accidents 
will skyrocket.” He has just read that the 
number of injured and killed is increasing 
in Yangon because drivers and pedestrians 
alike are focusing more on their phones 
than on the traffic.

Another colleague nods towards the 
street, where the traffic has come to a 

complete halt, and says that it is not at all 
strange that there are more accidents given 
the growth of the car park these days. 

ECONOMIC AMBITIONS
The group in the mobile shop are in com-
plete agreement. If there is one word that 
describes the mood in Myanmar these days 
it is optimism. Optimism in the word’s wid-
est sense. When President Thein Sein sum-
marised Myanmar’s economic goals in June 
last year, he boldly called for a seven-fold 
increase in GDP per head during the course 
of five years. Last year each Burmese cre-

ated values worth 854 USD. If everything 
goes according to the President’s wishes, 
that number will increase to 5978 USD by 
2017. And the ambitions do not stop there. 

The profitability in the agricultural sec-
tor is to be improved, as well as the general 
living standards of the population. This 
makes sense when we know that Burma 
went from being a significant rice exporter 
before the military junta came to power 
in 1962 to becoming a country completely 
dependant on rice import from its neigh-
bouring countries. When food produc-
tion is up and running again and export 

revenue starts trickling in, efforts will be 
made to distribute the wealth evenly, both 
socially and geographically. 

But everyone agrees that economic 
growth is dependant on foreign invest-
ment. An important factor behind the op-

timism in the country is the fact that the 
economic sanctions against Myanmar dis-
appeared with the military junta.

A RARE GREENFIELD
Everyone we talk to agrees that the arrows 
started pointing steeply upwards the day 
the generals took off their uniforms and 
donned jackets and ties instead. There are 
some who fear that the “demilitarisation” 
of the regime is only a show. Norway’s 
Chargé  d’Affaires in Yangon, Arne Jan 
Flølo, is not of that opinion.

“I believe the government authorities in 

Myanmar have a genuine wish to create de-
mocracy,” he says while looking out into the 
garden where white clouds are reflected in 
the blue water of the swimming pool.

Flølo is not blind to the political chal-
lenges or the flammable ethnic and reli-
gious conflicts in the east and north-west. 
He is nonetheless convinced that the coun-
try is on the right path. Flølo has worked 
towards Myanmar from the embassy in 
Bangkok for the past three years. In No-
vember last year, his office finally opened 
in Pyi Thu Street No. 7. 

Foreign businesses have begun posi-

n n The monk who 
caused the near 
accident looks up 
confounded from his 
mobile phone. He can 
thank the driver’s 
reaction time, and not 
higher powers, for 
escaping the statistics 
of traffic accidents 
caused by mobile 
phones.

n n  Here there are 
only Chinese copies. No 
one can afford the real 
goods.
MYO AUNG,  mobile shop owner

OPTIMISM. Myo Aung (left) and his three employees believe in a bright and blossoming future. 
The mobile phone market is just beginning to spread its wings in Myanmar, a country of 60 million 
inhabitants and only just over one million mobile phone subscriptions. 

GREENFIELD. Foreign businesses have begun positioning themselves towards Myanmar, now that the sanctions are 
lifted. Myanmar is described as one of few “greenfields” for investments left in the world.

GENUINE CHANGES. Norway’s Chargé  d’Affaires in Yangon, 
Arne Jan Flølo, believes that the government in Myanmar has 
a genuine wish to create democracy.

DOWNSIDE. The massive increase of mobile 
phone sales in Myanmar has led to an increase 
of fatal traffic accidents caused by mobile 
phones. 
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tioning themselves towards Myanmar, 
now that the sanctions are lifted. “There 
are several Norwegian companies who are 
interested in investing here,” says Flølo, 
pointing to Norway’s state-controlled mo-
bile operator Telenor which has come 
knocking on Myanmar’s door. 

“Myanmar is one of few greenfields 
left in the world,” says Glenn Mandelig 
and raises his voice to block out the voice 
from the speaker at KL International Air-
port in Kuala Lumpur. Mandelid is Direc-
tor of Communications for Telenor Group 
in Asia. He is on his way to Delhi, and has 
time to shed some light on the Group’s am-
bitions in the newly opened country.

“Naturally Myanmar is of interest to us. 
There are almost 60 million people liv-
ing there, and so far they only have a lit-
tle more than one million mobile phone 
subscriptions. In comparison, there are 23 
million Telenor customers in Thailand and 
approximately 40 million in Bangladesh.” 

In June came the breakthrough. Telenor 
seized one of two large national mobile 
phone licenses and has a goal of national 
coverage in Myanmar within five years.

BUSINESS, NOT AID
“Shut your mouth, what a beautiful em-
bassy they have opened,” exclaims Carsten 
Møller. We meet the Director of Danish Wa-
ter Services coincidentally on the beach in 

Ngwe Suang, where he is vacationing with 
his wife. 

In Yangon the pipeline system is in such 
a bad shape that the government believes 
40 per cent of the fresh water disappears 
into the ground before reaching the con-
sumers. Møller believes the number can 
be as high as 60 per cent. This is a waste 
a city of six million inhabitants cannot af-
ford in the long run, and Møller believes 
that the various Danish companies he 

represents have what it takes to get rid 
of the water loss. Danish Water Services 
is an umbrella organisation representing 
Danish companies that produce pumps, 
ventilators, measurement equipment and 
control mechanisms, in addition to vari-
ous counselling services. 

“We enter alongside the authorities and 
conduct a thorough evaluation of one of 
the districts ‘down-town’. Large portions 
of the existing pipework was laid by the 
British before and right after the Second 
World War, for both freshwater and sew-
age. When we have completed our analy-
ses we present our recommendations, and 
we believe we can do business based on 
that,” smiles the Danish businessman. 

“We don’t do emergency aid. We do 
business, and even though the evaluations 
of the pipework are done for free, it is not 
about selfless goodness. There is no such 
thing as a free lunch,” Møller underlines. 
“We believe in a win-win situation when 
the local water company understand the 
condition the pipes are in, and how much 
they will benefit from our products.”

“And,” he adds, “in a market like the 
Burmese, it is imperative to come in at an 
early stage.”

The Director has the impression that the 
Burmese are very interested in doing busi-
ness with the Western world. Many fear 
Chinese dominance, and all potential in-
vestments that do not come from China 
are welcomed with open arms.

CHINA’S ARROGANCE
The enthusiasm was therefore great when 
Myanmar, to vocal protests from China, 
stopped the building of an enormous dam 
in Myitsone, north in the country. Thein 
Sein said he had to respect the will of the 
people, and pulled the plug on the water 
power project that China Power Investment 
was willing to invest 20 billion USD in. 

The regime in Beijing had thought that 
the Burmese would be happy that China 
was building dams in Myanmar, but it 
proved to be not as simple as that. Now 
Chinese authorities are working actively 
to create a more positive view of China. 
These are new measures from a country 
that has never put its best side forward to 
Vietnam, the Philippines and other neigh-
bouring countries. It is believed that the 
Chinese have understood that arrogance 
of power will only strengthen the U.S.’ 
position. That they can simply not afford, 
for the oil pipelines and the railway that 
are being built from the Bay of Bengal to 
Kunmig are just as important to China as 
the shelved dam project. The route passes 
through the province Rakhine, where the 
conflict between the Muslim Rohinya-
people and Burmese Buddhists is raging. 

Through this route, oil and gas from the 
Middle East and produce from Africa will 
be transported quickly and efficiently over 
Burmese soil to the insatiable Middle King-
dom. 

MIDDLE PATH
Yangon’s noisy streets are far away from 
the Chinese breweries in Rakhine. Still, 
Thi Zar Myint Oo is convinced that My-
anmar’s success in the long run depends 
on whether they manage to balance the 
relationships to China and the West. Even 
though Myint Oo is only 32-years-old, he 
has already taken over his father’s busi-
ness empire, Aye’s Family Company. The 
revenues stem from used car import and 
real estate development. The young direc-
tor is well aware of the fact that continued 
growth will be inextricably linked to the 
expected welfare increase in the country.

“We have a lot of competition. Everyone 
believes they can become rich by import-
ing cars from Japan and selling them here. 
The market is responding negatively to the 
large supply,” explains Myint Oo. He has 
therefore shifted his focus towards prop-
erty and real estate development. The 
prospect for Diamond Valley Rise Business 
Centre leaves no doubt as to the ambitions. 
The combined business and housing com-
plex is equipped with both a helipad and a 
swimming pool.

“I think it is right to invest a little outside 
the city centre. It is easier and cheaper to 
build here, and the traffic is not as impos-
sible. I am fully aware that the used cars 
we are selling contribute to the stifling of 
the city streets, but the solution does not 
lie in not driving or buying cars. Our gov-
ernment must understand that they have 
to follow up on the welfare growth in all ar-
eas, and perhaps especially when it comes 
to roads and schools.”

The head of the family firm believes that 
Myanmar’s leaders must see the country 
as a whole; as one big organism. Trans-
port and education are closely linked to 
the state’s income, which in turn is con-
nected to international relations and for-
eign investment will.

“In my opinion, we have to trade with 
everyone and avoid locking ourselves to 
one or the other path.” 

WHAT ABOUT MUM?
A cold Coke and a warm handshake later 
we are standing outside Aye’s Family Co., 
LTD, waving down a taxi. The driver de-
mands 3000 kyat, or 3 USD. The actual 
cost is in reality only 2000 kyat, but as 
much traffic as there is today he would lose 
money driving at the normal rate.  

The white Corolla jumps into the street 
and begins its choppy journey to the cen-
tre. At the first junction we stand still for 

what seems like an eternity. A street seller 
holds up a pink edition of the country’s 
new “Foreign Investment Law”. The law 
shuttled between the legislative and ex-
ecutive authorities since March last year, 
before it finally got the green light from 
the highest level on 2 November 2012. 
President Thein Sein’s main objection to 
the law was that it was too protectionist. In 
his words, it was about making a law which 
preserved Burmese interests, but which at 
the same time was liberal enough to lure 
foreign investors to the country. 

We pass through the junction after see-
ing red shift to green for the third time 
and pass Inya Lake, or Lake Victoria as it 
was called when Burma was still a British 
colony.

“There lies the house of Daw,” points the 
driver. Daw (mother) Aung San Suu Kyi is 
extremely popular. Many give her credit 
for the thaw and upswing Myanmar is cur-
rently experiencing. Historians are likely 
to have diverging opinions of “the mother 
role”. Was it her peaceful cry for justice, 
or Myanmar’s fear of Chinese domination 
that weighed heaviest on the scale when 
the house arrest and the sanctions were 
lifted?

The driver does not have a strong opin-
ion on the matter. The main issue for him is 
the same as for millions of other Burmese. 
His life is improving. n

n n  We don’t do emer-
gency aid. We do busi-
ness, and even though 
the evaluations of the 
pipework are done for 
free, it is not about self-
less goodness.
CARSTEN MØLLER,   
Director of Danish Water Services 

A FINE BALANCE. A street seller holds up a pink edition of the country’s new “Foreign Investment Law” which was passed last November. According to Pres-
ident Thein Sein, the law needs to preserve Burmese interests while simultaneously be liberal enough to lure foreign investors to the country. 

BUSINESS MOGUL. 32-year-old Thi Zar Myint Oo has taken over his father’s business em-
pire, Aye’s Family Company. The revenues stem from used car import and real estate 
development. He urges the government to follow through on the welfare growth in all ar-
eas, especially in the transport and education sectors. 
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Voices of Dissent ASSAF ADIV Executive Director 
of WAC-MAAN, an Israeli 

Trade Union Centre

 S 
ome 30,000 Palestinian workers 
are employed by Israelis in the 
West Bank settlements and their 
industrial parks. In the context 
of dire unemployment and pov-

erty within the areas under the jurisdiction 
of the Palestinian Authority, the Palestinian 
workforce provides a cheap and conveni-
ent source of labour for employers within 
construction, manufacturing, agriculture 
and services surrounding the settlements. 

In the Mishor Adumim industrial park, 
which lies within the jurisdiction of the Is-
raeli settlement of Ma’ale Adumim, most 
of the factories and workshops are owned 
by Israelis. The labourers come from Pal-
estine; from Jericho, Abu Dis, and other 
communities in the Jerusalem area.

Israeli enforcement authorities seldom 
go to Area C, and evidence is mounting 
that employers do as they please. “They 
exploit us simply because they can,” says 
Abdullah (pseudonym) from Jericho. 
“When we complain about our working 
conditions, the bosses always just say ‘go 
to Palestine.’ They know that in the Pales-
tinian Authority, payment runs for 50 NIS 
per day, so 90 NIS is a lot more money. It’s 
also clear to us that Israeli law, which is 
supposed to apply here, is far, far away.”

A LAWLESS ZONE
The Ma’ale Adumim industrial park in-
cludes large factories, such as Soda Stream 
and Extal, but most of the businesses are 
small and medium-sized workshops in tra-
ditional industries like aluminium, wood, 
and textile.

Previously, Area C was legally defined 

as occupied, and the law of the land was 
Jordanian law as of 1967. The Israeli em-
ployers there seemed to want to have the 
irwcake and eat it, too. On the one hand 
they received subsidies for building their 
factories and enjoyed low real estate prices 
and lower taxes. On the other hand they 
refused to recognize the rights of their 
workers.

This legal situation changed in 2007 
when the High Court of Justice deter-
mined, in a ruling known as “the Giv’at 
Ze’ev case”, that Israeli law applies here 
in full. This decision made it illegal to ex-
ploit Palestinian workers and discriminate 
against them, and created a legal frame-
work which allowed workers to start de-
manding their rights. Some of the large 
factories understood they had no choice 
but to put these matters in order, and 
promptly did so – usually following a threat 
of legal action. The Extal aluminium fac-
tory, for example, arranged for the change 
after two labourers were about to sue, and 
they understood they had no other option. 
In contrast, most of the workshops sim-
ply ignore the HCJ ruling. They continue 
to this day to act as though the law did not 
exist.

POLITICAL VACUUM
Despite the legal change of 2007, Pales-
tinian workers here face a fundamental 
failure. The arrangement between Israel 
and the Palestinian Authority, called “tem-
porary”, has already persisted for twenty 
years. According to these arrangements, all 
Palestinian trade unions are strictly banned 
from operating in these areas. The Palestin-

ian unions are barred, under the present 
order, from addressing Israeli employers or 
official institutions such as courts. This cre-
ates an absurd situation – tens of thousands 
of Palestinian workers, suffering as we have 
seen from exploitation and humiliation at 
workplaces in the settlements, are not able 
to organize in their local unions.

The General Federation of Labour in 
Israel (“Histadrut”) has, for its part, not 
taken any initiative on the matter. In three 
factories which ultimately turned to Maan, 
workers recalled a previous visit by a His-
tadrut representative and his promises 
to take action and improve the situation. 
After six months of anticipation, during 
which the Histadrut cut off all contact with 
the workers, the Palestinian workers un-
derstood that the representative was not 
prepared to confront the employers, and 
that in response to the employers’ deter-
mination to continue with the existing sys-
tem of exploitation, Histadrut was retreat-
ing and giving up the struggle.

A DYNAMIC APPROACH
In this vacuum, Maan enters as a factor that 
is on the one hand dynamic and committed 
to the rights of Palestinian workers, and on 
the other hand can, as an Israeli organisa-
tion, take action at the official level against 
employers and authorities. 

The first group of workers that organ-
ized in Maan was the Salit quarry. Start-
ing in 2007, Maan struggled and negoti-
ated for a collective agreement, but de-
spite negotiations reaching the brink of an 
agreement, the quarry went bankrupt in 
the summer of 2011 due to conflicts within 

“They tell us: ‘go to Palestine’!”

the quarry’s management. In the liquida-
tion proceedings, the 40-odd Palestinian 
workers at the quarry were represented 
by Maan, and received compensation and 
the full extent of their rights, to a sum of 
4.5 million NIS.

Further down the road, groups of work-
ers in the Mishor Adumim industrial park 
approached Maan for assistance to claim 
their rights. In the Extal factory, at con-
crete manufacturer Readymix, at Alu-
minium Construction, at Irit Press, and 
in many other workplaces, workers ap-
proached for help after they were fired, 
or to simply claim their legal rights.

However, the crowning jewel in Maan’s 
activity is its ability as a trade union organ-
isation to organise an elected committee 
and force factory owners to negotiate with 
the workers’ representatives and reach a 
collective agreement. In February 2013, 

the workers of the Levi Metal and Wood 
furniture workshop unionised with Maan. 
A workers’ committee was formed and ap-
proached the employer. The very fact of 
the unionisation and the pressure placed 
on the employer immediately led to a dra-
matic increase in the workers’ pay. 

“SOLIDARITY, JUSTICE AND EQUALITY”
WAC faces great difficulties in this part of 
the occupied territories. Like everywhere 
else, there is naturally pressure placed by 
the employers against unionisation. In ad-
dition, there is the difficulty resulting from 
the high unemployment in the Palestin-
ian Authority – a fact meaning that every 
worker who displays signs of resistance to 
exploitation or “asks too many questions” 
will find ten candidates willing to replace 
them for even lower wages.

Nonetheless, we have found that con-

sistent activity in these parts holds tremen-
dous potential in the form of workers with 
a moral backbone, ready to work bravely 
while endangering their status and liveli-
hood for the greater interest. One of them, 
Niaz Qadadha, who was a member of the 
workers’ committee at the Salit quarry, 
summarized his experience regarding 
WAC-Maan at the organisation’s annual 
assembly in June 2013:

“I call on my new Palestinian friends to 
organise in WAC,” Qadadha began. “With-
out solidarity, without persistence, and es-
pecially without having faith in WAC, you 
will achieve nothing. Our strength is in our 
unity with WAC. Without the support of 
the union, we would never have been able 
to achieve what we did. WAC feels like fam-
ily to me. Here workers are cared for as 
humans, and not just as labourers. WAC is 
solidarity; WAC is justice and equality.”n

LAWLESS AREA. A Palestinian labourer is seen at a construction site in the Israeli settlement Ma’ale Adumim on the West Bank (2009). All Palestinian trade 
unions are strictly banned from operating in areas controlled by the Israelis. This creates a situation where employers are free to exploit tens of thousands 
of Palestinian workers.  PHOTO: NTB/Scanpix
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ASYLUM IN EUROPE

EUROPE’S 
LOST  
CHILDREN
The Mediterranean has become a watery grave for 
hundreds of refugees trying to reach the golden 
shores of Europe. Those who do make it across are 
met by a system characterised by chaos and lack of 
harmonisation. Unaccompanied children seeking 
asylum are especially vulnerable. 
TEXT:  Birgit Vartdal PHOTO: NTB/Scanpix

 U 
naccompanied asylum-seek-
ing children (UASC) are chil-
dren and youth under the age 
of 18 who travel alone to Eu-
rope to seek asylum, without 

their parents or other caretakers. They are 
an especially vulnerable group, and have 
other needs and other rights than adult 
asylum seekers. A significant number of 
these children and youths have been vic-
tims of war, conflict or persecution in their 
homeland. Others may be escaping sexual 
abuse, slavery or genital mutilation. Some 
have singlehandedly followed their dream 
of education or work; others have been 
sent away from their families in the hope 
of escaping poverty. They may have trav-
elled alone or paid a trafficker to help them 
across Europe’s strictly guarded borders.

The European Union receives approxi-
mately 74 per cent of the unaccompanied 
asylum-seeking children who come to Eu-
rope. In 2012, 12,695 children applied for asy-
lum, according to numbers from Eurostat.

The country that received most UASC 
last year was Sweden. Close to 3,578 chil-
dren came to Sweden to apply for asylum 
without their parents or other caretakers, 
according to the Swedish Migration Board. 
This is an increase of 35 per cent compared 
to 2011.

UNCERTAIN NUMBERS
However, the flow of unaccompanied chil-
dren to Europe is larger than the asylum 
numbers show. While those who arrive in 
member countries such as Sweden and 
Germany primarily seek asylum, others 
come to other countries for other reasons. 
Italy and Spain gave residence permits to 
respectively 3,345 and 750 children who 
did not seek asylum in 2011, while they only 
registered 850 and 10 asylum applications 
the same year. 

Many children also give up the notion 
of seeking asylum along the way, either 
because they are not aware of or do not 
understand the rights and duties attached 

DISCRIMINATES CHILDREN. Asylum procedures in the EU are 
not adapted to the needs of children. Often, minors who ar-
rive in Europe receive the same treatment as adults, despite 
the fact that both the UN Children’s Convention and the EU 
Charter of Fundamental Rights, both guiding principles for 
EU’s asylum policies, state that special consideration is to 
be taken in regards to displaced children.
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to the process. In addition, there are some 
who escape from asylum centres after 
their application is rejected and who live in 
hiding from the authorities. Organisations 
like Save the Children fear that many of 
these escaped and hidden children are ex-
ploited in prostitution or drug trafficking. 

TREATED AS ADULTS
Last year, France Terre d’Asile, a French 
interest group working for the rights of 
asylum seekers, published a survey com-
paring the EU member states’ practices in 
regards to asylum processes. The report 
claims that the asylum procedures in the 
EU in general are not adapted to meet chil-
dren’s specific needs. 

Often, minors receive the same treat-
ment as adults, despite the fact that both 
the UN Children’s Convention and the 
EU Charter of Fundamental Rights, both 
guiding principles for EU’s asylum poli-
cies, state that special consideration is 
to be taken in regards to displaced chil-
dren. 

INADEQUATE ASSISTANCE
The organisation further claims that in 
some places, such as Dover in Great Brit-
ain, children are returned to their home-
land without a proper investigation of their 
situation by the authorities. Some coun-
tries do not heed the requirement that mi-
nors must have a legal representative. On 
Cyprus this system is dysfunctional, and 

children’s applications for protection are 
not processed before they turn 18. 

In some countries, like Germany, Ire-
land and Slovakia, asylum-seeking chil-
dren can not file their application without 
the permission of a guardian. This guard-
ian has the authority to decide whether 
or not to file, regardless of the child’s 

opinion. Through the Dublin II Regula-
tion, which provides for the transfer of 
an asylum seeker to the member state 
responsible for the applicant, usually the 
state through which the asylum seeker first 
entered the EU, the child’s best interest is 
frequently not taken into account. Accord-
ing to France Terre d’Asile, Germany, for 

example, returns children to the first EU-
country they applied in, unaccompanied 
and without giving them notice of the deci-
sion before they are arrested by the police 
for expulsion. 

SPECIAL NEEDS
The living conditions at the asylum centres 
and the judicial, social, medical and psy-
chological follow-up are rarely adjusted to 
children’s particular needs. In Romania, 
asylum-seekers who have turned 16 are 
placed in centres for adults, where they are 
served neither food nor receive other care. 
There are also examples of children being 
placed in detention in the EU. In Greece, 
they can be placed in detention centres, 
regardless of their status as asylum-seekers 
or not. In France, UASC can be held back at 
airports for a total of twenty days.

When it comes to the personal inter-
view, a decisive moment in the asylum 
process, these are often conducted in the 
same manner, regardless of the age of the 
asylum-seeker. In addition, special forms 
of persecution which often afflict children, 
like forced military recruitment, forced 
marriage, genital circumcision, forced la-
bour and trafficking to prostitution, are 
rarely taken into account when the asylum 
application is processed. The final deci-
sion is also often submitted without the 
assurance that the child has understood 
its contents.

TEMPORARY RESIDENCE PERMITS
The practice of temporary residence per-
mits to UASC between the ages of 16 and 
18 has received sharp criticism. It is a tem-
porary residence permit given to this age 
group who, according to the authorities, 
do not have sufficient need for protection, 
but who are allowed to stay temporarily 
because they lack care-takers. After reach-
ing adulthood at the age of 18, they are 
transported back to their home country. 
The documentary filmmaker Margreth 
Olin, who directed the film “The Others”, 
has claimed that the practice is severely 
unhealthy for youths, as is robs them of a 
stable future.

“These temporary residence permits 
are quite ordinary in EU-countries and 
inflicts UASC with large psychological 
strains,” agrees Marine Carlier of France 
terre d’Asile.

The list of criticism is long. But while 
France Terre d’Asile state that the EU-
countries in general give UASC inade-

quate care and protection, the organisa-
tion stresses that within the EU there are 
several shining examples which other EU-
countries should learn from, and men-
tions Sweden, Belgium, the Netherlands 
and Ireland.  

ASYLUM PACKAGE
Since publishing its survey last year, the 
organisation has lobbied towards the EU 
to make sure that the needs of UASC are 
heeded in the revision of the common 
European asylum system, which was for-
mally adopted in June; the so-called Asy-
lum Package. 

According to Marine Carlier, who heads 
the organisation’s campaign for unaccom-
panied asylum-seeking children, they have 
only received partial support for their de-
mands.

“We are content that the principle of 
the child’s best interest is clearly defined 
in the new text. Up until now, everyone 
has talked of the principle, but without a 
clear definition in applicable directives, al-

most anything could be justified. But from 
now on it will be made clear what consid-
erations you should take when finding 
out what is best for the child in regards to 
family reunification, the child’s well-being, 
safety and point of view,” Carlier says.

“In addition, we have obtained a 
stronger legal protection for these chil-
dren. There are stricter requirements to 
the child’s legal representative, the asy-
lum interview and the staff who take care 
of these children. In relation to family re-

unification, the concept of “family” is ex-
panded and now includes both parents, 
sisters, brothers, uncles, aunts and grand-
parents. There is also greater emphasis on 
the importance of finding the family of un-
accompanied minors, provided that it is in 
the best interest of the child.”

CAN STILL DETAIN CHILDREN
On the other hand, Marine Carlier and her 
colleagues are disappointed that detention 
is still legal in the EU and that children are 
not exempt from accelerated procedures. 

“It is difficult to understand that the use 
of detention is in line with the principle 
of the child’s best interest. Under no cir-
cumstances should children be detained,” 
states Carlier. 

She is supported by the European Parlia-
ment’s Committee on Civil Liberties (LIBE) 
and Member of the European Parliament 
Nathalie Griesbeck, who has published 
a report on UASC. Initially they also had 
the backing of European Commissioner 
for Home Affairs Cecilia Malmström, but 

n n We are content 
that the principle of the 
child’s best interest is 
clearly defined in the 
new text. Up until now, 
everyone has talked of 
the principle, but with-
out a clear definition, 
almost anything could 
be justified.
MARINE CARLIER,   
campaign manager at France Terre d’Asile  

n n We believe 
that children can be 
protected against 
human trafficking in 
other ways than  
locking them up.
MARINE CARLIER,  
campaign manager at France Terre d’Asile  

BRUSSELS. Children demonstrating on the World Refugee Day against the inhumane 
treatment of unaccompanied asylum-seeking children in Europe, 20 June 2013.

GREECE. Children and adults seen locked up in a reception centre in the vil-
lage Filakio on the border to Turkey, November 2010. Greece has received 
sharp criticism for not considering the needs and rights of under-aged asy-
lum seekers. According to European Commissioner for Home Affairs Ce-
cilia Malmström, the conditions have now improved and a civilian asylum 
centre has been established. 

VOCAL PROTESTS. More than 10,000 people demonstrated in Hamburg 
against the asylum policy in Germany, November 2013. African refugees 
and German citizens rallied side by side. In Berlin there is a growing con-
cern about asylum seekers and their right to a home. Refugees in Munich 
are vocalizing concerns by staging hunger strikes.  
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INTERVIEW CECILIA MALMSTRÖM

EU’s New 
Asylum 
Package
After years of negotiations, the EU Member States 
now have new common rules for receiving asylum 
seekers. European Commissioner for Home Affairs 
Cecilia Malmström celebrates the compromise as a 
victory. 
TEXT:  Birgit Vartdal

“We have reached an agreement in a very 
difficult political time. I think all of Eu-
rope should be proud of that,” she says. 
She looks both proud and relieved where 
she sits smiling in her spacious office on 
the 8th floor of the Berlaymont Building 
in Brussels, where the European Commis-
sion is housed.

Up until today there have been large dis-
crepancies as to how refugees and asylum 
seekers have been received by the EU, how 
they have been treated, which rights they 
have, and whether or not they are allowed 
to stay. When Malmström took over the job 
in 2010, the negotiations for a new asylum 
structure had in reality stood still for two 
years. Many had begun to doubt whether 
or not an updated system would ever be 
realised. Then, in the summer of 2013, the 
final provisions were at last adopted. 

“The new rules are an upgrade in all 
areas. The rules clarify which rights the 
asylum seekers have to interpreters and 
to complaints. They give special protec-
tion to children and women who have 
been sexually abused. They require that 
all personnel working with asylum seekers 
need special qualifications. In addition, 
there is a demand that all member states 
need to build capacity in order to receive 
asylum seekers. That way, we can share 
the responsibility,” explains Malmström, 
who underlines that many countries can 
do a lot more than they do today. 

CRITICISM
While EU’s Home Affairs Commissioner 
celebrates the compromise as an historical 
result, claiming that future asylum seekers 
to Europe are guaranteed better treatment, 
the asylum seekers’ organisations see only 
modest improvements. Every though they 
applaud several rule changes, like man-
datory personal interviews for all asylum 
seekers, shorter processing time, better 
protection of unaccompanied asylum-
seeking children and easier access to 
employment and health care services, 
they claim that the new asylum package 
worsens the plight of asylum seekers in 
other areas. 

According to the umbrella organisa-

tion European Council of Refugees and Ex-
iles (ECRE), the new provisions will allow 
for more detentions of asylum seekers in 
Europe. The organisations are also criti-
cal of the fact that access to free judicial 
assistance is not improved, and that vul-
nerable persons such as children and vic-
tims of torture are not exempt from the so-
called accelerated procedures of certain 
countries, which aim to quickly process 
applications – and quickly deport asylum 
seekers. 

Of this criticism, Malmström replies: 
“There will always be critics who say 
we haven’t reached far enough. When it 
comes to detention, it will be much more 
difficult in the future. Children are never to 
be locked up unless it’s for their own good, 
that is, if they are suicidal or if they are at 
risk of becoming victims of human traf-
ficking. As to the accelerated procedures, 
they unfortunately still exist. That was the 
most difficult question of all to solve. But 
the list of when such procedures are al-
lowed is shorter than before. And vic-
tims of torture and children are 
exempt.” 

“No, children and vic-
tims of torture are not 
exempt. That is exactly 
what the organisa-
tions are criticising.”

“Yes, they are ex-
empt, unless it is ob-
vious that they are 
lying.”

“That sounds 
like a flexible 
concept.”

“Yes, but 
that is an is-
sue a court 
must 

decide upon. This bullet point was the 
absolute last thing we negotiated at four 
o’clock in the morning, and this wording 
was the only alternative in order to move 
forward. The organisations know this. 
They also have an agenda,” answers Malm-
ström. 

XENOPHOBIA
There have also been several critical voices 
from the European Parliament. European 
members of parliament who voted for the 
rules criticised them until the final vote. 
When the asylum package was clubbed 
through nonetheless, it was because even 
the critics knew that a new and better prop-
osition would not be presented for a long 
time. Too many governments and opposi-
tion parties have made immigration criti-
cism and tighter borders to a winning elec-
tion issue in Europe. Malmström admits that 
this is a challenge.

“The wave of populism and xenopho-
bia which we are witness-

ing in Europe has 
affected    

mthe 

who changed her stance during the 
negotiations.

“The Commission was of the same 
opinion as in 2009, but during the ne-
gotiations we were made aware that in 
special situations it may be necessary 
to detain children in order to protect 
them from trafficking,” Malmström 
writes in a reaction to Terre d’Asiles’ 
campaign. 

“We believe that children can be 
protected against human trafficking 
in other ways than locking them up,” 
counters Carlier.

COURT OF JUSTICE
In addition to the negotiated updates 
of the EU’s common asylum policy, the 
European Court of Justice reached a 
decision this summer which will have 
consequences for the situation of UASC 
in Europe. The question regarded 
which country is responsible for pro-
cessing the application of unaccom-
panied asylum-seeking children who 
have applied for asylum in more than 
one EU member state. In the verdict 
from June, the Court states that from 
now on, the general rule should be that 
the country which the child is in at the 
moment, after having filed an applica-
tion, receives the task.

But this general rule is only applica-
ble if the child does not have a family 
with legal residence in another EU-
country and if it is not in violation of 
what is considered the child’s best in-
terest. Up until now, unaccompanied 
asylum-seeking children have as a rule 
been returned to the first EU-country 
they arrived in. Some countries have 
returned children to Greece, Italy and 
Cyprus, countries which have received 
vocal criticism from human rights or-
ganisations for their treatment of asy-
lum seekers.

CONTINUED VIGILANCE
Carlier is pleased with the clarifica-

tions of the Dublin Regulation rules 
and other improvements of EU’s asy-
lum policies.

“But we will continue monitoring 
the situation for unaccompanied mi-
nors and keep a watchful eye on how 
the EU member states comply with 
the new provisions in practice,” she 
promises. n

“GREECE’S GUANTANAMO”. Filakio detention centre is the first stop for many undocumented ar-
rivals who are arrested as they cross the border into Greece, and has been dubbed “Greece’s 
Guantanmo”. 

VICTORIOUS. “We have reached an 
agreement in a very difficult political 
time. I think all of Europe should 
be proud of that,” says European 
Commissioner for Home Affairs, Cecilia 
Malmström. Since 2010 she has led 
the negotiations on a new asylum 
package for the EU, which was finally 
adopted in June 2013. 
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debate in every country, causing many of 
the member states to downgrade their am-
bitions in this field. The negotiations with 
the Council have been especially tough. 
We have negotiated, we have banged 
doors, we have fought and we have met 
again. But now we have actually reached 
an agreement,” she smiles. 

“Do you believe the result would have been 
different if the asylum packed was negoti-
ated in a time of economic upturn?”

“It is of course easier to be generous ex-
ternally when the economy is going well, 

European Parliament, a new initiative for 
make it more difficult for irregular immi-
grants to make their way to Europe. By use 
of satellites, censors strapped to platforms 
and drones, the Union’s borders will be 
closely watched. The initiative is expected 
to cost 338 million euros in the period 2011-
2020.

AGREES WITH CRITICS
 “In the past few years in Europe, there has 
been an increased focus on closing the bor-
ders, rather than opening them,” agrees 
Malmström. “That is why it has been so dif-

ficult negotiating these asylum issues. The 
interior ministers would rather keep peo-
ple away. Of course there has to be outer 
borders in the EU, but it has to be possible 
to make it to the border in order to lodge 
an asylum claim. There are member states 
that violate international law, and we have 
dragged them before the court because of 
it, but it is hard to prove. Not since the Sec-
ond World War have we had so many xeno-
phobic parties in democratically elected 
assemblies in Europe as we have today. 
That is the way it is, and personally I think 
it is deeply tragic.” n

Background

EU’s asylum  
institute

Summary

EU’s asylum package

 n A common asylum system, where 
asylum seekers have the same 
rights no matter which country they 
arrive to, has been a goal for the 
EU for several years. In the period 
1999-2005, the Dublin Convention, 
the Amsterdam Treaty, the Asylum 
Procedures Directive, and the 
Reception of Asylum Seekers 
Directive were implemented.

 n In 2007, an assessment of the 
rules revealed a need for further 
harmonisation.

 n In 2008, the European 
Commission proposed several 
amendments. After years of difficult 
negotiations, the final provisions 
were adopted in the summer of 
2013.

PRAISE:
 n Mandatory personal 

interviews for all asylum 
seekers

 n Shorter processing time
 n Better legal protection of 

unaccompanied asylum-
seeking children

 n Easier access to 
employment and health 
care services

 n Clarification of right 
to interpreters and 
complaints

 n Special protection of 
children and women who 
have been sexually abused

 n All personnel working 
with asylum seekers must 
be qualified

 n State capacity-building 
 n Clear definition of the 

principle of the child’s best 
interest

 n Expansion of the 
concept of “family” 
in regards to family 
reunification

CRITICISM:
 n Detention, also of 

children, is still legal
 n Access to free judicial 

assistance is not improved
 n Children and victims of 

torture are not entirely 
exempt from accelerated 
procedures

 n Stronger focus on strict 
outer border control than 
on refugees’ rights to seek 
asylum within the EU

so it’s possible, but hard to know for cer-
tain. A lot depends on personalities also, 
on who occupies the various positions, 
and that you can never know,” she says. 

GREECE
Since the European Court of Human Rights 
in 2011 decreed that conditions for asylum 
seekers in Greece are inhumane and un-
dignified, the international community 
has placed increased pressure on Greek 
authorities to get in place a functioning 
asylum system. Returns under the Dublin 

Facts

Asylum-seekers 
to Europe

 n 2012: 296,700

 n 2011: 277,800

 n EU’s 27 Member States 
received 83 per cent of all asylum 
applications in Europe last year

 n Germany, France, Sweden, Great 
Britain and Belgium registered 70 
per cent of all asylum seekers

 n While Sweden gave residence 
to 34 per cent after the first 
processing, less than 1 per cent 
were granted asylum in Greece.

n n We have to show our strong commitment and 
support, but at the same time be very critical to 

what remains to be done.
CECILIA MALMSTRÖM,  European Commissioner for Home Affairs

DEADLY SHORES. Coffins of victims of a boat accident are seen in a hangar at the Lampedusa airport 
on October 5 2013. The boat carrying asylum-seekers sank, and over 350 people were killed in the 
worst ever Mediterranean refugee disaster. In October 2013, EUROSUR was passed in the Europe-
an Parliament, a new initiative to make it more difficult for irregular immigrants to enter Europe.

convention have been put on hold in most 
countries in Europa, and significant eco-
nomic support, personnel and knowledge 
has been made available to help Greece 
with its reform process. A new asylum sys-
tem, which will be independent of the po-
lice and in compliance with the country’s 
international obligations, is under con-
struction with assistance from the Euro-
pean Asylum Support Office (EASO).

Malmström visits Greece regularly, 
partly to show her support and partly to 
exert pressure on the government. 

“We have to show our strong commit-
ment and support, but at the same time be 
very critical to what remains to be done,” 
she says. On her travels she has witnessed 
both progress and shortcomings.

“A new centre has been built in central 
Athens, where you can register asylum ap-
plications and complaints. To seek asylum 
has previously been a very complicated af-
fair in Greece. Many have been there for ten 
years and never delivered their application. 
Large amounts of people have gathered up 
a lot of frustration over the lack of access to 
the system. The new asylum centre is the 
first civilian centre of its kind. Previously it 
has been the police who processed the ap-
plications, which is unacceptable. Some of 
the worst detention centres which I visited 
last November are now closed. They were 
not worthy of human habitation. People 
were locked up like animals. Still there are 
far too few open asylum centres, it is still 
difficult to get access to the asylum proce-
dures, and the conditions in the detention 
centres are still unacceptable,” Malmström 
says animatedly. 

CLOSING THE BORDERS
However, despite EU’s commitment and 
hard work to improve the conditions for 
asylum seekers in Europe, the union is crit-
icised for using more resources on shutting 
out asylum seekers. Asylum seekers’ inter-
est organisations assert that EU prioritises 
border and immigration control over re-
spect for refugees’ basic rights. According to 
ECRE, this is evident through EU’s budgets. 

The Council of Europe’s latest report 
on immigration and asylum shows for ex-
ample that between 2011-2013, Greece re-
ceived around 27 million euros from the 
European Refugee fund, while in the same 
period receiving 97.9 million from the Re-
turn Fond and 129.7 million euros from the 
fund for EU’s outer border control. In Oc-
tober 2013, EUROSUR was passed in the 

CAGED. Immigrants from Nigeria and Iraq in arrest at a police station in Tychero in July, 
2011, close to the Turkish border. Previously, it was the police who processed asylum 
applications in Greece, and many asylum seekers ended up in detention centres. Some 
of the worst detention centres have now been closed. However, there are still far too 
few open asylum centres, it is still difficult to get access to the asylum procedures, and 
the conditions in the detention centres are still unacceptable, according to Commission-
er for Home Affairs Cecilia Malmström.
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“Las niñas madres” 
– Guatemala’s Child Mothers and the Children of Violence

In the land of cartels and cocaine, an increasing number of girls are falling victim 
to brutal violence. Each year, thousands of under-aged girls give birth to children 
conceived in rape.
TEXT:  Ylva Mossing  PHOTO: Linda Forsell

Amarylis was 13 when she became preg-
nant with her rapist’s child. 20-year-old 
Cesar had seen her at church and followed 
her into town. When he knocked on her 
door, she did not dare to disobey.

“He told me it didn’t matter if I didn’t 
want to, because I was home alone. He told 
me he would hit me if I didn’t do what he 
said,” says Amarylis in a thin voice. Her 
eyes are fixed on the ground, where an 
emaciated kitten brushes up against her 
legs.

The house in the town Varsovia in west-
ern Guatemala is small, dark and poor. 
Nestled among rolling hills and industri-
ous cornfields, it lies far from the nearest 
police station, far from help. At the time, 
over two years ago, Amarylis’ mother 
was in the hospital. While her father sat 
by his wife’s deathbed, the 13-year-old girl 
lay alone in the bed at home where Cesar 
took her innocence by force. Afterwards 
she cried and stopped eating, but she did 
not dare tell anyone what had happened – 
until her belly became too large to conceal 
the truth. 

“I was so scared because my father had 
told me that he would kick me out if I be-
came pregnant. When they understood, 
they yelled at me and I thought maybe I 
had to move,” she recounts, straightening 
the colourful cloth that holds her daughter 
Yesenia in place on her narrow back. 

But her father “forgave” her, she says. 
Now she and Yesenia live in the same room 
and sleep in the same bed where Amarylis 
was raped more than two years ago.

INVISIBLE GIRLS
Amarylis is not alone. There are thou-
sands of them in Guatemala; girls whose 
suffering is made invisible by families, so-
ciety and government authorities. In 2012, 
around 3,000 girls under the age of 14 be-
came mothers. Each pregnancy at such a 
young age is a result of rape, a violation 
of Guatemalan law – but few of the crimes 
are ever investigated. Rape and violence 
against women are met with almost com-
plete impunity, according to the organisa-
tion Grupo de Apoyo Mutuo (GAM), which 
translates to Mutual Support Group. But a 
cry of outrage from the country’s civil so-
ciety is finally forcing the government to 
listen.

The network OSAR, which coordinates 
NGOs across the country, started docu-
menting instances of rape about the same 
time that a new law criminalising sex with 
children under the age of 14 came into ef-
fect. It was a bleak landscape they slowly 
and painstackingly began to chart. In 2009 
OSAR documented 1,601 cases of girls be-
tween the ages of 10 and 14 – only children 
themselves – giving birth, without any re-
action from either the school authorities, 

 n NAME: Republic of Guatemala
 n POPULATION: 14.7 million
 n CAPITAL: Guatemala City
 n LANGUAGE: Spanish, more than 

20 indigenous languages
 n GOVERNMENT: Former army 

general Otto Perez Molina from the 
right-wing Patriotic Party was elect-
ed president in November 2011. 
He is the first former military leader 
to become president in Guatemala 
after the end of the military regimes 
of the 1970s and ‘80s.  
 
Source: BBC, CIA Factbook

Facts

Guatemala

MOTHER AND DAUGHTER. 14-year-old Amarylis and her 
daughter Yasenia, who is a result of rape. Amarylis stays 
at home most of the time, and she can’t go to school. 
None of her friends thinks that it is strange that she has a 
child at the age of 13. In the past 3 years, rapes of minors 
have increased with about 50 per cent in Guatemala.
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health care system or police. Since then, 
the numbers have steadily increased as 
OSAR has been able to reach more and 
more girls and the true extent of the prob-
lem has been revealed. Violence seems to 
be taking an ever tighter grip on the Gua-
temalan society.

“Rape has long been a dirty part of Gua-
temala’s culture and history. Incest and 
abuse within the family is common, deeply 
rooted in the culture and to a high extent 
accepted in many communities,” says Eric 
Cárdenas, Head of the Guatemalan pros-
ecution authority charged with investigat-
ing child abuse. Despite this, abortion is 
illegal in Guatemala even in cases of incest 
or rape, unless the mother’s life is in dan-
ger. The abuses have largely been regarded 
as internal family affairs, and few dare to 

or even consider reporting the crime to 
the police or seeking medical attention. 
But now a new threat is looming on the 
horizon.

“The majority of the rapists can still 
be found within the girls’ families. But in 
certain areas there is now a new kind of 
perpetrator. It is becoming more common 
for him to belong to a gang or a criminal 
group,” says Cárdenas.

SPOILS OF WAR
Systematic rape was a common weapon 
during Guatemala’s military dictatorship, 
in the fight against what was termed “inter-
nal enemies”. However, the fall of the au-
tocracy twenty years ago has not brought 
an end to the rapes. The cruel custom has 
been adopted by the rapidly expanding 

cartels and gangs which are laying Guate-
mala to waste. 

The main cause is drug trafficking. In 
2008, less than one per cent of South 
America’s cocaine passed through Central 
America on its way to the U.S., according 
to American authorities. Today – just a few 
years later – the numbers are between 75 
and 90 per cent, according to the UN. The 
cocaine routes cut through Guatemala like 
knives, leaving behind scarred communi-
ties. Mexican cartels mark their territory 
with sadistic murders, mutilated corpses, 
mass kidnappings and brutal rapes.

“We have heard girls describing violence 
that is specifically connected to the drug 
trade. Many girls are kidnapped from their 
homes or schools to be raped by gangs. 
And because the perpetrators threaten 

their parents, they are forced to keep si-
lent about what has happened,” says Nu-
ria Cordón from the organisation Sobre-
vivientes (Survivors).  “We have even had 
instances where the girl has swallowed 
poison after the rape,” she says. 

Sobrevivientes helps victims of rape and 
abuse, and has just started organising fo-
cus groups in villages in the area around 
Chiquimula, in order to map the extent 
of sexual abuse. Chiquimula is situated in 
the east, close to the borders of El Salva-
dor and Honduras, in an area that is hard 
hit by unemployment and poverty. Many 
youths are, willingly or not, recruited by 
local gangs or the tattooed maras, who 
pour across the border from neighbouring 
countries. The areas close to the smuggling 
routes end up in the cross-fire – and young 

girls become merely the spoils of war. 

NORMALISED VIOLENCE
The power of the gangs is a relatively new 
problem, and is becoming increasingly 
more apparent to the local aid organisa-
tions working in the area. Tracy Saravia, 
who runs a youth centre in nearby Jalapa, 
is worried about the development.

“When problems arise in communities, 
it is the girls who are most exposed and 
vulnerable. The violence affects almost 
everything, and it is being fuelled by im-
punity from prosecution.  The fact that or-
ganised crime and gangs exist in the region 
has normalised violence.”

Through their contribution to OSAR’s 
documentation of rape of under-age chil-
dren, attorney Tracy and her brother Car-

los have seen first hand the result of the 
unrestrained violence – and the lack of 
help and support available to the young 
victims. Time and time again they witness 
the violation of the girls’ rights – at home, 
in school, in the health care system and by 
the government authorities. 

13-year-old Michelle in Jalapa was so 
severely traumatised when she was kid-
napped and raped by a stranger that she 
spent a month in a psychiatric clinic. The 
culprit was caught in the act and arrested. 
Since then, his brother has threatened 
Michelle’s family and fired shots at their 
house. The police have done little to pro-
tect them, and the rapist is expected to 
be released soon after paying his way to 
freedom.

“I am afraid that he will take revenge on 

LACK OF FUNDING. Tracy Saravia (left), manager for the local 
OSAR office in Jalapa, is teaching a group of teenagers about 
pregnancy, rape and women’s rights. Despite the centre’s 
good intentions, there is a desperate lack of funding. 

POLITICAL CIRCUS. Claudia Pérez a doctor at the infections 
clinic at the Roosevelt hospital in Guatemala City. The clinic re-
ceives rape victims. “We received a little box of a room so that 
the politicians can say that there is a clinic for the victims, but 
so much is missing. This is just a political circus,” says Pérez.

TRAUMATISED. Michelle was kidnapped and raped by an unknown and 
much older man. She was so severely traumatised after the incident that 
she spent a month in a psychiatric clinic. The police have done little to pro-
tect Michelle and her family, and the rapist is expected to be released soon 
after paying his way to freedom. She is now seven months pregnant with 
the baby. 

THE IDEALIST. Carlos Saravia (left) talks to some of the children he is educating on girls’ rights on the     streets of Jalapa, Guatemala. Saravia works without salary, and his job as an 
accountant must be done during evenings and nights.
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my family. Maybe he will kill some of my 
cousins or my aunts. It would be better if 
he stayed in prison. I am not the first girl 
he has raped,” says Michelle.

Not far from Michelle lives Lilian, who 
was raped by her grandfather’s brother. 
She was only 12 when she gave birth to her 
son Luis David. Her mother reported the 
rape, but the restraining order against the 
aggressor was revoked after a few months. 
Every day they worry that he will return to 
Mataquescuintla.

“I’m scared he will do the same thing 
again. We don’t know where he is, so her 
grandmother won’t let Lilian out of her 
sight,” says her mother Rosalía.

FEW PRESS CHARGES
The centre run by the Saravia siblings helps 
the families get in contact with a prosecu-
tor. But the frustration is mounting among 
all parties over the fact that nothing seems 
to happen. Between December 2012 and 
May 2013, 1,373 instances of rape of girls 
under the age of 14 were reported, ac-
cording to the department for Sexual Vio-
lence, Exploitation and Human Trafficking 
(SVET). But only 50 persons were arrested 
and a mere 27 restriction orders were is-
sued.

“There are so few who report rape, 
partly because they are scared of threats 
of violence, but also because they know 
there are long processes which more often 
that not result in the perpetrator walking 

away free. No one trusts the judicial sys-
tem. So the rapists feel free to continue,” 
says Tracy Saravia.

The hopes of punishment for the guilty 
decrease as the children of the rape grow 
within their mothers’ bellies. Left behind 
are the deserted child mothers who raise 
their children without any assistance from 
the state. The youth centre does its best 
to support girls like Michelle and Lilian by 
way of donations and youth volunteers – 
and funds from their own pockets.

WORK WITHOUT SALARY 
Both the young siblings, aged 26 and 22, 
work almost fulltime at the centre, without 
receiving so much as a quetzal in salary. 
Their own jobs as attorney and account-
ant are done during evenings and nights. 
Since Michelle’s rape, Carlos has slowly but 
surely encouraged her to talk about her ex-
periences. When her mother makes her 
stay in the house, he buys her vitamins and 
makes sure she attends the regular check-
ups at the doctor’s office. He encourages 
her to return to school, which she was 
forced to quit because her teacher consid-
ers pregnant girls to be “bad examples”. 
Michelle is currently learning to read at the 
centre. She explains shyly that she wants to 
become an attorney in order to help oth-
ers, just as Carlos has helped her.

The taciturn Lilian has, with Tracy’s 
help and providence, received a scholar-
ship from the centre to continue elemen-

tary school. The girl who previously kept 
her eyes glued to the ground has finally 
started to laugh when she is among peers. 
In cooperation with the department of 
human rights, Tracy and Carlos organise 
workshops to educate the youth about 
their rights and about the increasing vio-
lence against young girls. With the help 
of other youth in the neighbourhood they 
have developed an action plan to improve 
the conditions for young people. They will 
present the plan for the local government. 
However, despite their best intentions, 
there is a desperate lack of funding. 

“With a little more economic support, 
we would be able to do so much to sup-
port these girls and make sure that their 
pregnancies don’t stand in the way of their 
personal growth. Our goal is to put all the 
girls through school, so that both they and 
their children will have a chance of a better 
future,” says Tracy Saravia.

ABANDONED INFANTS
Far too many of the country’s new-borns 
receive a rough start in life. The number 
of infants who are abandoned in parks and 
hospitals or disposed of at garbage dumps 
has increased over the past few years. The 
majority are found in Guatemala’s most 
violent border area. It is believed that the 
increase is due to the mothers’ decreas-
ing age. 

 “The number of abandoned children 
has increased markedly. Unfortunately we 
will never know who the mothers are, but 
it definitely has a lot to do with the girls’ 
innocence. Many are probably just teenag-
ers,” says Eslin Hernández, director of the 
orphanage Esperanza de Vida, outside of 
the city Zacapa.

Abandoned children from all over the 
country are sent here. Two-year-old Diego 
has spent the entirety of his short life at the 
orphanage. He was found wrapped in a 
towel in a plastic box near a garbage dump 
in Chiquimula just hours after he was 
born. A few attentive neighbours heard 
crying from the box and handed the baby 
over to the authorities. 

His “sister” Ashley Ruby, also two-years-
old, from San Benito Petén had a similar 
start in life. Her young mother asked an 
unknown woman to watch her baby while 
she ran an errand. But the girl never re-
turned. Now the toddlers share a bedroom 
with tens of other two-year-olds. More 
than one in four of the children there have 
been abandoned by their parents.

For many of the children the orphan-
age becomes their only home. Since Gua-
temala banned international adoptions in 
2009, the chance of finding adoptive par-
ents for the increasing number of orphans 
has decreased. Amongst children over the 
age of five, almost everyone is considered 
“permanent residents” of the orphanage, 
explains Hernández. Even though the chil-
dren in the well-kept, privately owned Es-
peranza de Vida enjoy better living condi-
tions than most, there are still problems. 

“They have no parents who can give 
them protection or make them feel safe. 
They often feel lonely and constant psy-
chological treatment is required to make 
them feel less scared,” says Eslin Hernán-
dez.

“PROTECT ME AGAINST PREGNANCY”
The same goes for the traumatised girls 
who have given birth after rape. They can-
not trust the government to protect them. 
Forging alliances is a constant struggle for 
the NGOs, who battle against a mentality 
that is deeply rooted among parents, sib-
lings, police, judges, doctors, teachers and 
politicians alike. 

“Intercourse with a girl under the age of 
14 is a crime, but neither the hospitals, the 
schools nor the various institutions tak-
ing care of the girls regard it as a crime. 
There is an unbelievable negligence which 
is based on both culture and ignorance,” 
says José Cortez at SVET.

The political system has finally started 
opening its eyes to the problem, but the 
change is painfully slow and every hard-
won victory is pushed through thanks to 
rights advocates in the field.  Prosecutor 
Eric Cardenas finds it embarrassing that 
so much pressure is required in order for 
the state to act. 

“It is thanks to the NGOs that we are 
where we are today. There has been no in-
itiative from the government. On the posi-
tive side, the government has been open 
towards the NGOs and the questions they 
are raising.” 

The voices demanding change has re-
sulted in some partial victories. Last year 
Vice President Roxana Baldetti herself 
raised the flag for young mothers. In De-
cember she went to the state prosecutor 
with more than 1,000 documented cases 
of pregnant girls under the age of 14, and 
demanded a full investigation. In Febru-
ary the first arrest under the new regime 
was made, and others have followed. The 

campaign “Protect me against pregnancy” 
is a result of the collaboration between 
the state and aid agencies. Statistics are 
becoming more reliable and risk zones 
can be identified. Guatemala has even es-
tablished new special courts for crimes 
against women. 

One of the most important steps, ac-
cording to the aid groups, is what is called 
“the critical line” for reporting rape. “The 
line” is meant to guide victims as well as 
inexperienced government employees 
through the entire institutional chain, 
from the public prosecutor to the spe-
cial court for crimes against women. An 
increasing number of people understand 
that rape is about a culture that no longer 
can be silently accepted. 

BUT IT TAKES MORE. INFINITELY MORE.
“The efforts from the government are few 
and far between and they are often limited 
to isolated incidents. The critical line has 
been approved at the national level, but 
locally there are few who know about it,” 
says Tracy Saravia.

And many initiatives remain there – on 
paper. In most cases it is the voluntary 
groups that make sure that the girls are in-
formed about their rights. Many work for 
free and are dependant on donations from 
international organisations to keep afloat. 
The same applies for many governmental 
agencies. For example, the state-issued 
first aid kit, containing emergency con-
traception pills and antiviral drugs which 
are supposed to prevent pregnancies and 

diseases, are usually paid for by foreign aid 
organisations.

Even the flagship clinic for rape victims 
which the Vice President inaugurated last 
spring at the Roosevelt Hospital in Gua-
temala City was built with the help of 
donations. There is so far no trace of the 
much-needed extra personnel, which sup-
posedly are to be funded by the Treasury, 
says gynaecologist Claudia Pérez at the 
Roosevelt Hospital, whose HIV-clinic still 
has to take care of rape victims.

“We received a little box of a room so 
that the politicians can say that there is a 
clinic for the victims, but so much is miss-
ing. We need a psychologist around the 
clock; we need resources. This is just a po-
litical circus,” says Pérez with a dry laugh.

It is a long and rocky road for Guate-
mala’s human rights defenders. The vis-
ible rapes – the thousands of girls under 14 
who according to statistics give birth every 
year – are just the tip of the iceberg. Many 
pregnancies are suffered in secrecy with-
out the authorities ever knowing. Infants 
die – or are killed – without proper graves 
to mark their passing. And the “invisible” 
rapes – those that do not lead to pregnancy 
– are not spoken of at all. While the system 
is slowly waking from its slumber, the vio-
lence continues for a whole new genera-
tion of children. n

The girls featured in this report have expres-
sively wished to lend their faces, names and 
voices in order to tell their stories, in under-
standing with their parents and care-takers.

CARTELS AND GANG VIOLENCE. Intercourse with a child under the age of 14 is considered 
a crime in Guatemala. In 2012, around 3,000 girls under the age of 14 became mothers. 
Yet, few of the crimes are ever investigated. Increased gang violence and the presence 
of international drug cartels are part of the reason behind the increase. 

ROUGH START IN LIFE. Two-year-old Diego and Ashley Ruby at an orphanage outside 
Chicimula, Guatemala. Both were found abandoned by their mothers. The number of in-
fants in who are abandoned in parks and hospitals or disposed of at garbage dumps has 
increased over the past few years.
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Analysis KATE HANSEN BUNDT,  Secretary 
General of the Norwegian Atlantic 

Committee

 W 
e live in changeable times. 
In Europe an economic, 
social and political cri-
sis is rolling along in its 
fifth year. Economies are 

shrinking, jobs are disappearing and Eu-
ropean voters increasingly turn to protest 
parties. Europe finds itself in an existen-
tial crisis, as Oxford Professor Timothy 
Garton Ash newly stated in Oslo. He warns 
against standing idly by as radical right-
wing protest parties advance into the 
European Parliament 
following the elections 
on 14 May 2014. Today, 
these parties are nour-
ished by an economic 
crisis that is far from 
over, as well as a flow of 
refugees that has barely 
started.

THE HOPELESS HARBOUR
The bloody civil war in Syria, the unre-
solved conflict in Libya and the disrupted 
‘Arab Spring’ in North Africa produce 
thousands of desperate refugees in search 
of a safe harbour. For them, Europe is still 
the Promised Land. The problem is that 
those who survive the journey across the 
Mediterranean disembark at countries 
struggling with the heaviest costs of the 
economic crisis. They are met with small 
island communities, like Lampedusa, with 
no infrastructure or tools to tackle the 
wave of migrants. Italy has alone received 
35,000 refugees this year. There are few 
indicators of an imminent solution to the 
conflicts forcing Syrians and Africans to 
flee. More will likely follow. Africa and the 
Middle East are affected by a young, rap-
idly growing population. In southern Eu-

rope, a battle is breeding between those 
who have little and those who have noth-
ing at all. 

THE EURO CRISIS
A staggering 27 million Europeans are cur-
rently unemployed. Multiplied with the 
average family of four, there are over 100 
million Europeans directly affected by the 
unemployment crisis; 20 million of whom 
are in the Eurozone. Among these, 5.5 mil-
lion are employable youth under the age 

of 25! Worst affected 
are Spanish and Greek 
youth, among whom 56 
per cent and 60 per cent 
respectively are without 
a job. But also Italy and 
France, the second big-
gest economy in the 
EU, struggle with youth 
unemployment rates at 

respectively 38 per cent and 26 per cent. 
These youths are the first post-war gen-

eration in Europe that cannot expect a bet-
ter living standard than their parents. For 
them, the claim of a “lost generation” is not 
a cliché, but a tragic reality. Broken hopes 
breed powerlessness, frustration, fear and 
anger. We have regularly seen their desper-
ate rebellions in suburban Paris, in central 
Athens and Rome or under the banner of 
“Los Indignados” in Spanish cities. Oth-
ers have packed their bags and gone job 
hunting in former European colonies or 
the northernmost EU countries - in 2012, 
Norway received nearly 40,000 job seek-
ers from the EEC area. 

DISPARATE AFFECTS
Moreover, the euro crisis has struck quite 
disparately within the EU. Germany has the 

lowest unemployment rate since its reuni-
fication in 1990, and German export indus-
try has long enjoyed the euro’s stable, low 
currency rate. Other northern European 
countries have also fared far better in the 
financial crisis that came from the US in 
2008. The tension between the “surplus 
countries” in the north and the “deficit 
countries” in the south generate neither 
the kinship nor solidarity or unity the euro 
had intended. In the wealthy north there 
are fears of having to provide for their 
southern partners in a “transfer union” 
in which all debt is collectivised. In the 
south, many ask why the EU’s crisis policy 
involves them losing their homes and jobs, 
while the northerners can grow richer and 
fatter still. Concurrently, tensions grow do-
mestically in certain countries, between 
rich and poorer regions - as in Spain, where 
the wealthy Catalonia openly considers in-
dependence from Madrid.

In five years, the euro crisis has shifted 
from a story of high sovereign debt and 
an undisclosed budget deficit in a small, 
sunny south-eastern country to a story 
of millions of unemployed citizens, their 
future welfare, the further development 
of democracy in Europe and the political 
unity of the EU. Today, the euro appears 
more dividing than unifying. 

THE EURO’S CONSTRUCTION DEFECT
The euro suffered from a construction de-
fect from the very start. A monetary union 
was established without a political union. 
The cause was that the common currency 
was more politically than economically 
motivated. The euro was the magic spell 
that after the fall of the Berlin Wall would 
enable Europe to live along a unified Ger-
man nation state said to be “too small to 

EUROPE’S EXISTENTIAL CRISIS 

n n In southern 
Europe, a battle is 
breeding between 
those who have little 
and those who have 
nothing at all.

dominate Europe, but too big for the rest 
of Europe to live in equilibrium with it.” By 
the same reasoning, countries that in real-
ity had very different economies were in-
vited along. An extensive monetary union 
with the Mediterranean countries secured 
a balance between Germany and France - 
at the expense of economic convergence. 
Today, we see the consequences in south-
ern Europe. 

The euro states were left without na-
tional tools to tackle disparate economic 
development. The problem is that the 
power to develop alternative tools was not 
transferred to the EU. There is no agree-
ment on this among the EU members, and 
thus, the problems remain unsolved. The 
voters turn against their own politicians - 
and against the EU, which is considered 
part of the problem rather than the solu-
tion.

The winners of this crisis have so far 
been a motley crew of protest parties 
stretching from pure neo-Nazi parties such 
as Golden Dawn in Greece to harmless, 
but inexperienced politicians such as the 
comedian Beppe Grillo and his Five Star 
Movement in Italy. The latter received 25.5 
per cent of the votes during the parliamen-
tary elections in February 2013.

PROTEST PARTIES
A number of governments have resigned 
as a consequence of debt crises and re-
strictive policies the past four years. In 
certain countries, like Greece, four gov-
ernments have resigned. During the May 
2012 elections and the second round in 
June the same year, Golden Dawn sent 
shock waves receiving half a million votes 
(7 per cent of the total), as the radical left 
party Syriza received 27 per cent. Alto-
gether, this provided the far right and far 
left with 99 seats in parliament! In rela-
tively new democracies such as Hungary, 
neo-Nazis from the party Jobbik regu-
larly march in the streets and spread fear, 
whilst the Prime Minister speaks of “EU 
colonisation”. 

Anti-immigration, anti-Islam and anti-
EU sentiments gain ground also in wealth-
ier EU democracies. In France, Marine Le 
Pen of National Front won 18 per cent of 
the ballot in the presidential elections in 
2012. Today, the party she inherited from 
her father, Jean-Marie Le Pen - a Holocaust 
denier - polls at around 24 per cent. In No-
vember, Marine Le Pen announced that 
her party will join efforts with the Islam-
critical, EU-opposing leader of the Dutch 
Freedom Party, Geert Wilders. Together 

they vow to “fight the Brussels monster”, 
to use Wilders’ words. 

WISH WITHOUT ACTION
The vast problem facing the EU is that the 
euro cannot survive without a much closer 
political integration and an increased 
waiver of sovereignty from the nation 
states to Brussels, something that is politi-
cally unrealistic. As Luxembourg’s Prime 
Minister Jean-Claude Juncker expressed: 
“We all know what needs to be done, but 
none of us know how to be re-elected af-
ter doing it!” Thus, much indicates that 
the highly unstable, turbulent situation of 
today will remain the norm in Europe for 
many years to come. 

Politicians hope that economic growth 
will solve the crisis - a strategy which gained 
little impetus when the EU’s growth statis-
tics were published in November. With an 
expected negative growth at 0.4 per cent in 
2013, EU will need time to grow out of the 
crisis. If you are an unemployed twenty-
something youth in southern Europe, you 
likely do not have decades to spare for 
European leaders who wish rather than 
act. In the meantime, young Africans and 
wounded Syrians board fragile boats hop-
ing to reach the promised Europe. n

EUROPEAN COLLAPSE?  Vice-President of the Hungarian right-wing Jobbik party and MoP, Elod Novak, sets an European Union flag on fire during a demonstra-
tion titled “To be members, or to be free?” Europe is facing an existential crisis amidst staggering  unemployment figures, social and humanitarian despair 
and growing support for radical protest parties.  Simultaneously, thousands of refugees land on Europe’s shores in search of the Promised Land.
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The Truth Comes in PairsBizarro

Outward
Who wants to be forever associated with the EU or Kissinger? No, as with Gandhi, the 

real honour is being ignored by Oslo.

The Guardian commentator MARINA HYDE argues that Malala Yousafzai, bookmakers’ favourite for this 
year’s Nobel Peace Prize, is better off without it. The award went to the OPCW.

Tampering in such a manner in the affairs of other countries is a breach of international law and 
is an affront of the principles that must guide relations, especially among friendly nations.

Brazil’s president DILMA ROUSSEFF in a speech at the UN, after revelations that US agencies have put high-scale 
surveillance on Brazil. Barack Obama was in the audience.

The Ig Nobel, an American 
parody of the famous Nobel 
Prize, awarded this year’s 
“Peace Prize” to Belarus’ au-
thoritarian leader Alexander 
Lukashenko. The reason? He 
has made it illegal to applaud 
in public, to counter demo-

cratic protests. The Belarus 
State Police were also included 
in the prize for arresting a one-
armed man for applauding. 
The Ig Nobel’s self-stated aim 
is to “honor achievements that 
first make people laugh, and 
then make them think.” 

PEACE PRIZE PARODY
… as many as 30% of Republican voters think 
they should be allowed to bring a gun onto an 
airplane, according to a poll by Public Policy 

Polling. In comparison, only 6% of Democrats 
feel the same way.

Quiz
Gay Rights Myanmar The EU

Migration and the  

Mediterranean

Easy:
What does the abbreviation 

LGBTI stand for? 

Under what name has 
Myanmar formerly been 

known? 

In which country operates the 
party Golden Dawn?

Which southern European 
country is criticised for its 

use of detention centres for 
asylum seekers?  

Medium: What is SMUG?
When was a civilian 

government established, after 
decades of military rule? 

How many people in the  
Eurozone are unemployed?

What is the name of the small 
Italian island that is a main en-
try point for African migrants? 

Hard: 
When was homosexuality 
decriminalised in Russia?  

How many percent of the 
population are considered 

Buddhist? 

When is the next election for 
European Parliament? 

How many people have 
died trying to cross the 

Mediterranean from Africa or 
the Middle East since 1988? 

GAY RIGHTS  EASY:  Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender and Intersex MEDIUM: Sexual Minorities Uganda, an LGBTI organisation HARD: In 1993
MYANMAR  EASY:  Burma. MEDIUM: 1 April 2012. HARD: Approx. 85%.

EURO CRISIS  EASY: Greece. MEDIUM: About 27 million. HARD: 14 May 2014.
MIGRATION AND THE MEDITERRANEAN   EASY: Greece. MEDIUM: Lampedusa. HARD: Around 19,100 people. 
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Did you know ...
The issue of gay rights looks very different depending 

on which side of the line you’re on… 

FRANS TIMMERMANS
Inhuman treatment must be 
taken as a serious violation 

of human rights and must be 
considered in asylum cases. 

This can include anti-gay 
laws.

Dutch Foreign Minister Frans 
Timmermans suggests giving asylum 
to Russian LGBTI persons, in early 

November

STEPHEN FRY
Putin is making scapegoats of gay 

people, just as Hitler did Jews.

BBC celebrity Stephen Fry, in an open letter to 
David Cameron and the IOC, August

BARACK OBAMA
I’ve just concluded that for me personally 

it is important to go ahead and affirm 
that I think same-sex couples should be 

able to get married.

US President Barack Obama, July 2012

VITALY MILONOV
Homosexuality is one of the 
sins for us and it means we 

should not teach our kids that 
sin is okay.

Vitaly Milonov, one of the architects 
behind Russia’s gay propaganda 

laws, after comparing homosexuality 
to sleeping with dogs and horses in 

August

VLADIMIR PUTIN
We have absolutely normal 

relations, and I don't see 
anything out of the ordinary here.

Russian President Vladimir Putin, 
in September, claiming there is no 

discrimination against gays in Russia

SCOTT LIVELY
Why has the homosexual 

movement chosen the rainbow 
as its symbol?  I think they are 
deliberately flaunting their sin 

under God’s nose.

American evangelist and pastor Scott Lively 
uses the teachings of the Bible to adamantly 

oppose gay rights.
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43 MILLION DISPLACED

ORDINARY PEOPLE DOING ORDINARY WORK

ORDINARY PEOPLE DOING
EXTRAORDINARY WORK

WWW.NORCAPWEB.NO
www.ikeafoundation.org

We are proud to join the 
NRC in supporting UNHCR.
Because all children need 
a place to call home.
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