
I  N  T  E  R  V  i  E  W  S  :

FEATURED

VITTORIA VALENTINA DI GENNARO  

PROJECT COORDINATOR

EDITED  BY

PAX  CHRIST I  INTERNATIONAL



 
 
 
Rue du Progres 323  
1030 Brussels ,  Belgium  
Telephone :  (+ 32) 2 502 55 50  
Fax :  (+32) 2 502 46 26  
hello@paxchristi .net  
www .paxchristi .net 
 
Please follow us !   
Peace Stories Blog :  https : //paxchristipeacestories .com/  
Facebook :  www .facebook .com/paxchristi .net/  
Flickr :  https : //www .flickr .com/photos/paxchristi_int/  
YouTube :  https : //www .youtube .  com / user / PaxChristiINTL / videos  
Twitter :  @PaxChristi 
 
And sign up to receive our newsletter or other email updates :   
http : //www .paxchristi .net/get-involved/sign-emails 

PAX  CHRIST I  INTERNATIONAL



01

Ab o u t  t h e  

O r g a n i s a t i o n

ABOUT  

PAX  CHRIST I

INTERNATIONAL

Pax  Christi  International  is  a  Catholic

peace  movement  with  120  member

organisations  worldwide  that  promotes

peace ,  respect  for  human  r ights ,  justice  &

reconcil iation  throughout  the  world .  

 

Grounded  in  the  belief  that  peace  is

possible  and  that  vicious  cycles  of  violence

and  injustice  can  be  broken ,  Pax  Christi

International  addresses  the  root  causes  &

destructive  consequences  of  violent

confl ict  and  war .
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P r o j e c t  D e s c r i p t i o n

•  The  Young  Peace  Journalists  are  youth

and  young  adults  from  all  over  the  world ,

including  Africa ,  Europe ,  North  America ,

Oceania ,  and  the  Middle  East .  

 

•  Twenty-six  journalists  have  published  44

stories  on  the  Peace  Stories  blog ,  giving

insight  into  refugees ’  l ives  in  Turkey ,  USA ,

Belgium ,  New  Zealand ,  Lebanon ,  Croatia ,

the  Netherlands ,  Ukraine ,  Italy ,  the  DR

Congo ,  UK ,  and  elsewhere .  

 

•  Stories  have  been  republished ,  reposted

and  shared  in  other  formats  and  across

other  platforms ,  reaching  thousands  of

people  throughout  the  world .  

 

•  Online  training  sessions  have  been

conducted  to  educate  youth  in  the  tenets

of  peace  journalism ,  how  to  conduct

interviews ,  the  global  context  of  the

refugee  crisis ,  advocacy  work ,  and  more .  

The  “Young  Peace  Journalists ”  (YPJ )  project

of  Pax  Christi  International  started  in  2016

as  an  effort  to  engage  young  people  on

important  issues  of  peace  and  justice  while

raising  up  the  stories  of  marginalised

peoples  experiencing  confl ict  or  injustice .  

 

The  project  is  focused  on  interviewing

refugees ,  internally  displaced  persons ,

migrants  and  asylum  seekers ,  and  sharing

their  stories  with  a  wider  audience .  

 

The  project  trains  and  empowers  youth  to

conduct  interviews  with  people  who  have

had  to  f lee  their  home  countries ,  to  l isten

to  the  stories  of  refugees ,  to  get  a  better

understanding  of  their  situation ,  and  to

share  and  promote  the  interviews  online  to

raise  awareness  of  the  plight  of  people

seeking  refuge .  

 

c o n t i n u i n g   

t h e  wo r k

Plans  are  being  explored  to  bring  together

participants  in  the  project  for  a  f irst-ever

face-to- face  gathering .  The  hope  is  to

integrate  this  gathering  with  advocacy

meetings  with  polit ical  decision-makers

who  make  the  policies  which  affect  those

seeking  refuge .  

 

Participants  in  the  project  continue  to

interview  and  publish  more  stories  on  the

experience  of  refugees .  Our  Young  Peace

Journalists  are  currently  working  on

interviews  with  refugees  in  the  DR  Congo ,

Nigeria ,  Kenya ,  South  Africa ,  Sweden  and

Germany ,  all  planned  to  post  in  the  coming

months .  
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W h a t  h a s  t h i s  

p r o j e c t  m e a n t  t o  

t h o s e  p a r t i c i p a t i n g?

“This  project  gives  me  the

chance  to  speak  with

refugees  and  asylum  seekers

who  are ,  much  of  the  t ime ,

the  strongest  and  most

inspiring  persons  you  can

meet . ”  

-  Alexandre ,  Portugal  and

Serbia  

 

“This  project  means  a  lot  to

me  because  i t  increases  my

chances  of  contributing  in

bringing  peace ,  justice  and

stabil ity  in  the  world . ”  

-  Innocent ,  Nigeria   

 

“ I  am  convinced  that  peace

in  the  world  begins  with  me

by  giving  voice  to  migrants

and  reporting  their  stories  in

order  to  change  mentalit ies

and  improve  their  situations . ”  

-  Merveil le ,  Democratic

Republic  of  Congo  

 

“ I  get  to  advocate  for  justice

by  sharing  the  stories  of

those  that  need  their  stories

to  be  heard . ”  

-  Zachary ,  USA  and  Greece  

“This  project  helps  me  to  be

in  solidarity  with  the  most

vulnerable  and  i t  has  taught

me  that  my  l i fe  l ived  for

others  makes  the  world  a

better  place . ”  

-  Daisy ,  Papua  New  Guinea  

 

“This  project  allows  me  to

raise  awareness  about  the

isolation ,  suffering  and

feelings  of  refugees ,

displaced  people  and  asylum

seekers . ”  

-  Olivier ,  Democratic

Republic  of  Congo  

 

“ I  really  enjoy  this  project

because  I  think  that

nowadays  i t 's  very  important

to  raise  the  voice  against

disinformation  and  racism

and  to  speak  in  person  with

those  who  unjustly  suffer . ”  

-  Lucia ,  Italy  

 

"This  project  allows  me  not

only  to  know  more  deeply

the  situation  in  the  f ield  of

migration  in  the  world  but

also  to  discover  ways  to

influence  i t  by  giving  voice  to

people  seeking  refuge . "  

-  Viktori ia ,  Ukraine



t h r e e  yo u n g  p e a c e  j o u r n a l i s t s

from Portugal

ALEXANDRE

FONSECA
from Democratic  

Republic of Congo

MERVEILLE  CHARLES

KAKULE  SALIBOKO
from England

ELLA  

HOLLIDAY

Alexandre  Fonseca ,  from  Portugal ,  is  one  of

the  most  active  members  of  the  Young

Peace  Journalists  project .  He  is  also  an  EVS

Volunteer  at  the  Volunteers ’  Centre  of

Vojvodina  with  the  project  “People  BeyONd

Borders ”  (Erasmus  +  Program )  in  Serbia .    

    Some  topics  which  interest  him  are  anti-

discrimination ,  racism ,  and  the  refugee

crisis .  In  his  spare  t ime  he  enjoys  cinema

and  doing  sports .  

 

Merveil le  Charles  Kakule  Saliboko  is  a  very

enthusiastic  Young  Peace  Journalist  from

the  Democratic  Republic  of  Congo .  He  is

also  a  journalist  and  blogger ,  and  he  works

in  communications  for  several

organisations .    

 

 

 

 

 

 

    He  has  been  writing  for  print ,  online

media ,  and  radio  on  topics  relating  to

peace ,  agriculture ,  the  environment ,  and

sustainable  development  in  the  African

Great  Lakes  region  since  2010 .  Among  his

passions  are  writing  and  traveling .  

 

Ella  Holl iday  is  the  youngest  member  of

the  Young  Peace  Journalists .  From

England ,  she  started  when  she  was  only  13

and  received  the  Jimmy  Mizen  Award

which  recognises  young  people  who  have

shown  commitment  to  the  common  good

or  peacemaking .   

    Ella  chose  the  refugee  crisis  as  her  focus

and  built  her  own  l inks  with  various

agencies  to  make  contact  with  refugees .  
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AL E XAN D R E  F O N S E CA
"ADEL  ALBAGHDADI  –  (RE )CLAIMING  THE

LABELS "  

 

Refugees  might  have  disappeared  f rom  our

sc reens  and  news  f eeds ,  but  they  are  present

and  act i ve  in  our  soc ie ty .  Th i s  i s  another  s to ry

o f  in tegrat ion ,  spec ia l  because  i t  cont rad ic t s

the  myths  and  the  l abe l s  put  on  most  re fugees

that  have  crossed  the  Balkans  to  f ind  a  sa fe

p lace  in  Europe .  Afte r  ta lk ing  with  Razan  about

her  j ourney  and  her  work  with  the  “We ”

organ izat ion ,  we  wanted  to  know  more  about

the  act i v i t i e s  and  scope  of  th i s  “young  soc ia l

in i t i a t i ve  a iming  to  deve lop  pro jects  tack l ing

d i f fe rence  in  soc ie ty ,  f ight  xenophobia ,  bui ld

bonds  and  promote  soc ia l  inc lus ion ” .  So  we  sat

down ,  a ided  by  modern  techno logy ,  with  Adel

A lbaghdadi ,  founder  of  the  organ i sa t ion .  

Adel  told  us  that  the

organisation  was  born  of  a

desire  to  shift  the  burden  of

refugees ,  from  being

(usually )  seen  as  passive

recipients  of  aid  and

solidarity  to  being

themselves  igniters  of

change  in  their  hosting

societies .  As  he  recalls ,

“When  I  came  to  the

Netherlands ,  I  noticed  that

most  init iatives  were  from

the  host  society  to  the

refugees ,  but  not  all  of  them

were  targeting  and  reaching

their  goals . ”  This  story  of  self-

empowerment  and  inversion

of  expectations  started  with

a  video  made  by  Adel

showing  his  l i fe  in  the

refugee  centre  and

continued  with  short

presentations  in  schools ,

universit ies  and  companies .

Now  the  organisation  is  a

relevant  part  of  the  city .  

    

One  of  i ts  most  str iking  

features  is  the  work  with

elderly  people ,  a  neglected

segment  of  our  societies .  This

init iative ,  aptly  named  “We

are  the  elderly ” ,  is  based  on

the  need  to  convey  other

cultures  through  music  and

entertainment  to  a

population  that  is  mostly

isolated  in  elderly  homes  and

set  apart  from  their  famil ies .

The  elderly  are  also ,  in  Adel ’s

words ,  the  segment  of  the

Dutch  population  that  is

generally  more  “scared  and

afraid  of  the  immigrants  and

of  the  refugees ” .  This  is  why ,

besides  Adel ’s  passion  and

affection  for  seniors ,  that

these  cultural  soirées  were

born .  The  plan  is  to  expand

them  and  to  present

different  cultures ,  other  than

his  own  Syrian  culture .  

The  reaction  of  Dutch

citizens ,  young  and  old ,  to

the  activit ies  proposed  by  



06

Adel  and  Razan  is  generally

posit ive ,  despite  the  negative

images  of  “newcomers ”

portrayed  in  the  media  and

public  discourse ,  which  is

sadly  prevalent  and

enduring .  The  most

important  thing  to  avoid  this

trap ,  Adel  states ,  is  the

human  touch ,  the  one-on-

one  meeting ,  the  moment

where  change  and

togetherness  is  allowed  to

happen :  

 

“ I  remember  one  t ime  we

danced  with  the  elderly  and

a  102  year-old  Dutch  lady

was  in  a  wheelchair ,  but  she

was  so  energetic .  I  carried

her  from  the  front  and  she

put  her  hands  on  my

shoulders .  And  she  was  super

joyful ;  i t  was  such  a  nice

experience .  For  me ,  those

were  really  touching

moments . ”  

 

The  happiness ,  joyfulness

and  self-assurance  of  Adel  is

easy  to  spot ,  not  only  in  our

conversation ,  but  in  his  Ted

talk ,  and  in  a  video  captured

by  Dutch  television  of  an

earnest  and  heartfelt

conversation  with  an  older

lady  where  both  allow

themselves  to  discover  and

be  discovered .  Was  this

charisma  and  will  to  l ive ,  to

do  and  to  create ,  that  which

got  the  attention  of  fel low

Syrians  and  Eritreans  l iv ing

in  the  centre? They  got

together ,  through  Adel ’s

init iative ,  to  clean  the  forest

and  cut  a  path  for  the

pedestrians  who ,  in  their

turn ,  were  happy  and

supportive  of  the  init iative .

This  was  one  of  the  ways  to

start  a  dialogue  with  the

locals  and  to  occupy  the

people  in  the  centre .  Is  this

why  Adel  t it les  himself  “an

igniter  of  change ”?  

 

 

Despite  the  positive  vibe  that

Adel  gives  out ,  the

experience  in  a  refugee

centre  marked  him .  Adel ’s

warning  for  everyone  to  pay

attention  to  refugees ’  mental

health  and  to  offer  viable

alternatives  to  l i fe  in  camps

and  afterwards  is  strong .

After  all ,  as  he  asks ,  what  will

happen  to  “people  that  are

mostly  l iv ing  alone ,  without

contact  with  their  family  and

possibly  facing  traumas  due

to  persecution  or  war ”?

Mental  health  among

refugees  seems  to  be  the

least  of  priorit ies  for  public

off icials ,  preceded  by

broader  concerns  for

employment  and  integration ,

but  i t  surely  is  not  without

its  consequences .  

 

But  what  is  remarkable  in

Adel  is  this  will ingness  not  to

allow  anyone ,  not  even

himself  to  be  l imited  by  any

label .  The  words  we  give  or

that  were  given  to  us ,  the

words  we  f i l l  with  meaning ,

are  to  be  disputed .  Why

should  society  as  a  whole ,

Adel  r ightly  inquires ,  judge

and  penalise  people  that  did

not  choose  to  be  part  of  a

minority  or  suffer  from  a

disease ,  blindness  or

disabil ity? Adel  won ’t  let

anyone  define  him  or  the

labels  that  inhibit  him .  He

does  that  by  reversing  the

expectations ,  images  and

boxes  that  are  deposited

upon  the  newcomers .  And

mostly ,  as  he  says ,  by

“claiming  his  experience ”  and

asking  with  a  big

exclamation  point :  “ I  am  a

refugee ;  what  is  wrong  with

that? ! ”   

 

Indeed  Adel ,  what  is  wrong

with  that? !  
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M E R V E I L L E  C HAR L E S

KAK U L E  SAL I B O K O  

LOAMBA  MOKE ,  HUMAN  RIGHTS  DEFENDER  OF

REFUGEES  IN  CONGO -BRAZZA :  “THE  SITUATION

OF  RWANDAN  REFUGEES  IN  CONGO  IS

AMBIGUOUS . ”  

 

After  the  genoc ide  of  Tuts i s  in  Rwanda  in  1994

(800 ,000  deaths  among  the  Tuts i  minor i ty  and

moderate  Hutu ) ,  a  few  thousand  Rwandans  had

taken  re fuge  in  the  Congo ,  a  smal l  country  in

Centra l  Afr ica  of  about  5  mil l ion  inhabi tants

af ter  cross ing  the  Democrat ic  Republ ic  of

Congo .  They  are  now  scattered  in  many  parts

of  the  country  and  depend  on  agro -pastora l

act iv i t ies  or  petty  t rad ing .  On  them  hangs  the

threat  of  state lessness  due  to  the  cessat ion  of

re fugee  status  s ince  31  December  2017 .  

Mr .  Loamba  Moke ,  in  mid-

January ,  you  published  a

statement  in  which  you  say

that  the  Prime  Minister  of

Congo-Brazza ,  Mr .  Clement

Mouamba ,  “ just  planned  the

genocide  of  the  8 ,460

Rwandan  refugees ”  in  the

Congo .  Today ,  what  do  we

call  these  people? Refugees

or  migrants? 

 

You  are  r ight  to  ask  this

question  which  is  very

delicate .  As  a  human  r ights

defender  myself ,  I  f ind  i t

diff icult  to  put  an  exact

answer ,  to  say  what  these

non-exempt  Rwandan

refugees  are  becoming .  Have

they  become  migrants ,

stateless  people? This  is  a

very  important  question .

Since  the  declaration  of

Prime  Minister  Clement

Mouamba ,  the  applicabil ity

of  the  conventions  that

Congo  and  Rwanda  have  had

to  sign  internally ,  these

conventions  violate  copiously

regional  and  international  

conventions ,  so  that  today

the  situation  of  Rwandan

refugees  in  Congo  is  an

ambiguous  situation .  We  do

not  know  which  category  to

put  these  Rwandan  refugees .  

 

The  Prime  Minister ’s

statement  of  10  January  2018

refers  to  the  cessation  of  the

refugee  status  clause .  What

is  the  result  of  this? 

 

After  the  Prime  Minister ’s

statement ,  there  were  no

effects  of  applicabil ity .  In

principle ,  what  we  were

waiting  for  was  to  see  what

the  government  should  do  to

ask  what  the  methodology  is ,

what  the  means  are . . .  In  fact ,

in  the  internal  convention

signed  between  Congo  and

Rwanda ,  i t  is  said  that

refugees  who  refused  to  go

home ,  would  be  sentenced ,

arrested ,  extradited .  You  see

that  extraditing  8 ,460

refugees  is  not  easy  now ,  to

arrest  all  these  people .  To

this  day ,  the  only  diff iculty  
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Minister ’s  statement? 

 

You  know ,  there  is  no

government  information  on

the  situation .  The  police  act

in  their  own  way .  The  police

are  call ing  these  Rwandan

refugees  and  when  they  are

arrested ,  at  some  point ,  i f

they  have  some  money ,  they

give  i t .  Sometimes  they

choose  not  to  go  to  the

prison  and  l ive  in  hiding .  We

are  preparing  a  report  of  the

reality  on  the  ground ,  to

describe  in  detail  the

situation .  

 

Have  there  ever  been

voluntary  returns  of  Rwandan

refugees  to  their  country  of

origin? 

 

There  were  not  many  people ;

at  most  twenty .  We  know  the

number  of  refugees  who  are

not  exempt ,  the  8 ,460 .

Moreover ,  those  who  have

returned  to  Rwanda  do  not

exceed  twenty .  Most  of  them

remained  in  Congo  because

for  them  peace  is  not  yet  at

an  effective  level  in  Rwanda .  

 

In  your  press  release ,  you  ask

several  questions  about  the

reasons  behind  Prime

Minister  Clément  Mouamba ’s

statement .  What  do  you

think  would  have  motivated

the  Congolese  prime

minister? 

 

The  motivation  is  very

simple .  I f  you  read  our

memorandum  published  in

February  2017 ,  in  this

memorandum ,  we  showed

what  agreements  Congo  had

already  signed  with  Rwanda

through  their  foreign  affairs

ministr ies .  The  Prime

Minister  is  just  applying

these  ten  conventions .  In  one

of  these  documents ,  i t  is  said  

that  Rwandan  refugees  face

is  that  they  have  no  more

papers ,  they  cannot  do  any

activit ies  and  therefore  they

are  ransomed  by  the  police

of  our  country .  This  is  a

situation  of  violation  of

human  r ights ,  the  r ights  of

these  Rwandan  refugees .  

 

Before  this  clause  of

cessation  of  refugee  status ,

before  this  statement  by

Prime  Minister  Clement

Mouamba ,  how  did  these

Rwandan  refugees  l ive  on

Congolese  soil? 

 

They  have  been  here  in

Congo  for  20  years .  There

have  been  mixed  marriages ,

some  are  farming ,  others  are

trading . . .  They  were  already

fully  integrated  in  Congolese

society .  But  unfortunately ,

today ,  they  l ive  the  opposite

of  this  integration  that  they

had  l ived  for  nearly  20  years

in  Congolese  society .  

 

Has  the  status  of  these

people  changed  in  their  daily

l ives? Are  these  people  afraid

to  go  out  and  be  arrested  by

the  security  services? 

 

Exactly ,  they  are  arrested .  So

far ,  they  only  have  their

refugee  cards  running  until

31  December  2017 .  And  when

the  police  arrest  them ,

looking  at  who  is  already  out

of  date ,  the  policemen

kidnap  them . . .    It ’s  hard  to

call  this  l i fe  a  secret .  We  call

on  the  Congolese

government  to  f ind  a  durable

solution  quickly .  

 

Do  you  have  any  idea  how

many  Rwandan  refugees

would  be  in  Congolese

prisons  because  they

were  arrested  by  the  police

because  of  the  Prime  

that  when  Rwandan  refugees

refuse  to  go  home ,  Congo

has  the  obligation  to  arrest

them  and  extradite  them .

This  is  well-stated  in  the

convention  signed  under  the

assistance  of  UNHCR ,  the

United  Nations  High  Council

for  Refugees .  Has  there  been

a  thorough  analysis  to  see

how  far  more  than  8 ,460

people  can  be  extradited  to

their  country? I  do  not  know

how  they  will  proceed . . .  

 

On  2  October  2015 ,  a

ministerial  meeting  on  the

Global  Solutions  Strategy  for

Rwandan  Refugees  took

place  in  Geneva  at  UNHCR

Headquarters .  About

voluntary  repatriation ,  the

Rwandan  Government

pledged  on  that  day  to

“guarantee  the  safe  and

dignif ied  return  and

reintegration  of  all  refugees

and  take  all  necessary

measures  to  that  end ” .  Was

this  commitment  not  enough

to  convince  refugees  to

return  to  Rwanda? 

 

You  know  i t ’s  a  problem  of

the  person .  Every  person  has

his  r ights .  We  have  an

obligation  to  respect  the

rights  of  each  person .  Only

these  people  can  tel l  us  the

reality .  They  are  Rwandans ,

they  l ived  in  their  country .

Now  that  their  country  is

developed ,  why  do  they  not

want  to  go  back? That  is

what  justif ies  events  because

in  polit ical  law  there  is

voluntary  return ,  local

integration  and  resettlement .

But  in  Congo ,  the  part  of

resettlement  was  obstructed ,

and  voluntary  return  and

local  integration  were  kept .  

 

For  us ,  we  f irst  look  at  the

individual .  What  does  the  
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individual  think  of  himself? Is

he  reassured? It 's  not  a

question  of  what  the  rulers

do .  A  good  many  refugees  do

not  want  to  leave  because

they  do  not  have  the  security

guarantee .  We  must  analyse

those  people  who  have  l ived

in  Rwanda ,  who  have  l ived

through  the  war ,  who  have

fled  their  country  and  who

are  on  Congolese  territory .

They  have  r ights  that  UNHCR

must  respect ,  as  well  as

Rwanda  and  Congo .  Did  they

respect  the  r ights  of

refugees? Now ,  i f  they  are

turned  back ,  expelled ,  their

r ights  are  not  respected .  You

know  that  the  Rwandans

who  are  in  Congo  have

memoranda ,  which  they  sent

to  the  head  of  state

explaining  their  non-return .

That ’s  i t  but  their

explanations  were  not

considered .  

 

The  same  meeting  of  2

October  2015  also  talks  about

local  integration .  The

“commitment  of  the

participants  to  redouble

their  efforts  to  faci l itate  the

possibil it ies  of  local

integration  for  those  who

wish  to  remain  in  the  country

of  asylum ” .  What  has  been

done  in  this  way? 

 

Local  integration  took  place

in  2006  in  Congo .  Because

Congo  and  Rwanda ,  in  their

conventions ,  i t  is  said

somewhere  that  Rwandan

refugees  in  Congo-Brazza

must  withdraw  the  passports

at  the  level  of  the  chancery ,

at  the  embassy  of  Rwanda  in

Congo .  These  people  sti l l

consider  themselves

refugees .  And  the  1961

convention  says  that  when

a  refugee  agrees  to  take

a  document  from  his  country ,

such  as  a  passport ,  that  

person  totally  loses  his

refugee  status .  This  is  an

obstacle  for  Rwandan

refugees .  The  Rwandan  and

Congolese  governments  have

put  in  place  this  strategy  for

refugees  to  withdraw  their

passports  to  achieve  local

integration .  But  the  Rwandan

refugees  arrived  in

Brazzavil le  without  any

documents  because  they

were  in  a  situation  of  war .

And  when  they  arrived  in

Congo ,  they  were  granted  a

collective  status .  UNHCR  has

kept  them  for  20  years  under

this  collective  status .  UNHCR

could ,  after  two  years ,

examine  case  by  case  and

determine  who  should  be

and  who  should  not  be

refugees .  UNHCR  waited  20

years  to  ask  these  refugees  to

build  f i les  to  have  individual

refugee  status .  This  means

that  there  has  been  a  lack  of

documents  everywhere  in  the

refugee  camps  in  our

country .  

 

Another  commitment  that

day  was  the  “need  to  prevent

former  refugees  from  f inding

themselves  without  legal

status  or  at  r isk  of  becoming

stateless  and  agree  to  take

all  possible  measures ,

including  the  exploration  of

the  acquisit ion  of

cit izenship ,  to  avoid  such  a

situation “ .  Is  there  any

progress  towards  the

acquisit ion  of  Congolese

citizenship  for  these

Rwandan  refugees? 

 

We  are  putting  in  place  a

strategy  because  you  know

that  people  have  spent  20

years  in  Congo ,  they  have

had  children  in  this  country .

And  these  children  are

at  university ,  in  high  schools ,

in  colleges .  These

children   l ive  in  the  same  

camps  with  their  parents .

However ,  our  national  law

states  that  at  18  you  can  have

nationality .  It  is  a  possibil ity

for  us  to  see  these  children

who  cannot  go  to  Rwanda

but  who  can  acquire

nationality ,  which  could

arrange  for  their  parents  too .

This  is  an  approach  that

ADHUC ,  the  Association  on

Human  Rights  in  the  Prison

Environment ,  is  putting  in

place  today .  

 

What  is  the  status  of  these

children  born  of  mixed

marriages? I  imagine  they  are

torn  between  the  possibil ity

of  staying  in  Congo  with

their  Congolese  parents  or

returning  to  Rwanda  with

Rwandan  parents . . .  

 

In  principle ,  even  Rwandan

children ,  born  to  Rwandan

parents  on  Congolese  soil ,

can  apply  for  Congolese

citizenship  at  18  years  of  age .

With  that ,  there  should  not

be  so  many  problems .  Now ,

we  call  on  the  Congolese

government  to  tap  into

wisdom  and  f ind  a  lasting

solution .  We  told  the  United

Nations  to  f ind  a  lasting

solution .  The  durable

solution  is  neither  forced

repatriation  nor  extradition .  I

believe  that  the  Congolese

government  is  seeking  a

solution  and  I  hope  that  the

durable  solution  will  be

found  to  respond  to  the

lamentations ,  tears  and

worries  of  the  refugees .  I  am

tempted  to  say  that  a

polit ical  solution  is  needed

at  this  t ime .  
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E L LA  H O L L I DAY
"WE  USED  TO  HAVE  AN  ORDINARY  L IFE "  

 

Mohammad  i s  a  22 -year -old  f rom  Aleppo ,  Syr ia

who  arr ived  in  the  UK  in  2016  hav ing  l e f t  Syr ia

in  2014 .  In  the  fo l lowing  in terv iew ,  Mohammad

speaks  about  his  exper ience .  The  in terv iew

was  conducted  on  12  December  2016 .  

Tell  me  about  your  family . . .  

 

We  are  a  family  of  four

brothers ,  me ,  my  mum ,  my

dad  and  my  three  brothers

all  used  to  l ive  in  one  house

in  Syria ,  in  Aleppo .  Me  and

my  brother  now  l ive  here  in

the  UK  and  I  sti l l  have  my

father ,  my  mother  and  two

younger  brothers  who  remain

in  Aleppo .  

 

What  was  l i fe  l ike  in  Syria?

What  did  you  do  there? 

 

We  used  to  have  an  ordinary

l i fe .  We  would  go  to  school

then  go  to  the  swimming

pool .  I  swam  for  the  national

team .  It  was  just  a  normal

l i fe  basically ,  everyday

cartoons ,  watching  football

matches ,  everything  that

usual  kids  would  do .  

 

What  was  your  social  l i fe  l ike

growing  up  back  home?

What  were  your  interests  and

hobbies? 

 

We  used  to  play  water  polo  a

lot  until  we  got  onto  the

team .  We  were  considered

the  national  team  I  suppose

you  could  say ,  and  we  used

to  train  5  days  a  week  after

school  and  that  is  i t  really .  

 

How  did  this  change  once

the  confl ict  started? 

 

Well ,  when  the  revolution

started ,  everything  went  too

fast  really ,  no  one  thought

anything  could  go  this  wrong

so  fast .  It  was  about  3-4

months  from  our  basic  usual

l i fe  until  we  couldn ’t  leave

the  house  because  i t  was  too

dangerous .  My  mum  and  dad

would  usually  be  very

stressed  i f  we  were  just  out

of  the  house  and  they  called

us  and  we  missed  the  phone

call .  It  was  a  really  small

period  between  our  usual

l ives  and  when  this  all

started  –  nobody  really

expected  that .  We  never

really  thought  about  i t .  Soon

enough  we  weren ’t  allowed

to  leave  the  house  without

permission .  We  had  no

electricity ,  no  water ;  i t  was  a

very  hard  l i fe  situation  to  be

in .  

 

How  did  this  make  you  feel? 

 

Well  at  the  start  of  all  of  this

I  was  just  thinking  about

myself ,  "well  this  is  not  fair " .  I

want  to  go  out  with  my

friends  or  I  just  want  to  go

out  to  the  mall  and  just

shop .  I  just  wanted  to  do

regular  stuff  but  I  wasn ’t  able

to  go .  Then  i t  affected  my  l i fe

because  a  lot  of  my  fr iends

got  arrested  for  taking  a  role

in  the  revolution  so  my

family  

-  
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for  2  years .  Then  me  and  my

brother  decided  we  couldn ’t

stay  there  anymore  as  i t  was

not  working .  There  was  no

future  again .  So  we  decided

on  the  UK  because  we  had  a

lot  of  knowledge  of  the

English  language  –  because

we  used  to  study  at  the

university  in  Turkey  in

English .  We  took  a  tr ip  from

Istanbul  to  Greece  by  foot .  It

was  a  long  tr ip ,  7  or  8  hours

to  walk  to  Greece  and  then  I

spent  20  to  25  days  there

before  I  moved  on  to  the

next  country  because  I  was

in  the  detention  prison  in

Greece  for  15  days  before  I

was  able  to  continue . . .  And

then  I  had  a  couple  of

fai lures  trying  to  leave

Greece .  I  eventually  managed

to  leave  Greece  for  Belgium

on  a  fake  passport  and  I

stayed  there  for  a  few  days

before  I  had  to  leave  again  to

Spain  with  another  fake

passport .  From  Spain  I  took

an  airplane  to  the  London

airport .  It  was  around  a  40

day  tr ip  altogether .  

 

So  tel l  me  how  does  this

make  you  feel  having  to

move  around  different

countries  i l legally? 

 

It  was  a  long  and  stressful

journey ,  because  all  the  t ime

you  had  to  be  really  careful ,

especially  when  you  don ’t

know  who  to  trust  or  who  to

tell  your  real  story  to ,  who  is

here  to  help  you  or  who  is

there  to  put  you  in  the  next

detention  centre .  For  me  I

was  looking  at  the  police  not

as  someone  to  protect  the

people  but  as  just  another

person  that  I  needed  to  l ie  to

in  order  to  get  to  my

destination  or  to  get  to

safety .  It  was  a  long  tr ip  and

I  faced  a  lot  of  bad  people ,    

became  more  protective  of

me  and  my  brother .  They

didn ’t  want  us  to  go

anywhere  or  be  involved  in

this  because  i f  you  got

arrested ,  God  knows  what

would  happen  next .  So  we

were  basically  protected  by

my  family ,  my  mum  and  my

dad .  Anyone  who  knew  me ,

they  would  just  protect  me

and  keep  an  eye  on  me  in

everything  I  was  doing ,  from

the  food  I  bought  to  the  stuff

I  wrote  on  Facebook  or

anything  l ike  that .  They

would  always  be  watching

me ,  tel l ing  me  what  I  should

do  and  what  I  should  not  do .

Nobody  l ikes  that ,  because  of

course ,  everyone  wants  some

space  for  themselves .  

 

Tell  me  about  your  journey  to

the  UK . . .  

 

So  in  2014  we  f igured  out

that  there  is  no  possibil ity  of

l iving  here  ( in  Syria )  anymore

because  there  is  no  future ,

nothing ,  no  l ight  at  the  end

of  the  tunnel .  We  can  just

see  things  getting  worse  and

worse  every  day .  So  me  and

my  brother  decided  to  leave

Aleppo  and  we  didn ’t  think

how  to  go  or  where  to  go ;  we

just  wanted  to  get  out  of

there .  So  we  said  to  my  dad

we  need  to  go ,  we  need  to

get  out  of  here ;  this  isn ’t

working .  We  can ’t  stay  l ike

this .  So  we  decided  to  go  to

Turkey .  We  put  our  stuff

together  and  we  had  a  car

come  to  my  house  the  next

morning  at  6am  and  we  took

around  a  14-hour  tr ip  in  the

car .  Then  we  had  to  go  to  the

border  by  foot  so  we  walked

for  about  2  hours  to  get  into

Turkey .  I  got  to  Turkey  and

stayed  there  for  2  years .  I  was

studying  but  I  couldn ’t  stay

there  legally  so  I  only  stayed    

as  well  as  some  good  people

too ,  but  i t  was  very  stressful

and  dangerous .  I  think ,

looking  back  at  i t  now ,  and  I

don ’t  know  how  I  did  i t .  I

don ’t  think  I  was  thinking

about  how  dangerous  i t  was ;

I  was  just  thinking  I  want  to

be  done  with  this  and  how  I

could  start  my  l i fe  correctly

in  the  r ight  way .  

 

What  did  you  know  about

the  UK  when  you  arrived? 

 

Not  much  really ,  just  what

I 've  seen  on  the  news  and

some  information  from  the

movies .  I  know  some  things

about  the  l i fe  habits .  They

speak  about  i t  in  our  country .

They  say  “this  is  English ,  so

English ” .  Most  of  i t  is  not  true

but  i t  gave  me  some  brief

idea  about  the  people .  Thank

goodness  I  was  not  wrong !

From  the  moment  I  was

taken  into  the  UK  the

treatment  by  the  policemen

was  different .  They  were  not

treating  me  as  a  terrorist ;

they  were  just  saying  “you

will  be  okay ,  everything  will

be  alright .  Just  relax ,  you ’re

here  now  and  there  is  no

reason  to  panic . "  Everything

has  gone  alright  since  then .  

 

So  where  did  you  go  then? 

 

When  I  f irst  arrived  at  the

airport  they  took  me  into  a

room ,  an  interview  room ,  and

sat  me  down  for  a  couple  of

hours  until  someone  said ,

“The  off icers  are  here  to  take

your  f ingerprints  and  to  do

your  f irst  screening

interview , ”  and  then  they

took  my  f ingerprints  and

made  me  sign  something  to

say  that  this  is  my  real

passport ,  this  is  my  real

name ,  and  so  on .  Then  they

said  we  will  move  you  now  to  
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a  detention  centre  in  London

as  i t  was  a  weekend ,  a  Friday

I  think .  They  said  this  was

because  they  needed  a

translator  with  us  so  that  we

could  f inish  the  second

screening  interview  whilst  I

was  there .  So  they  said  I  will

spend  the  weekend  in  a

detention  centre  and  then

come  back  after  the

weekend .  I  said  that  I  didn ’t

need  a  translator  and  that  I

could  understand  English

but  they  were  insisting  that

they  had  to  send  one  with

me  regardless .  So  I  spent  the

weekend  in  the  detention

centre ,  two  days  there .  It  was

a  nice  place ;  most  of  the

people  there  were  moving

from  prison .  This  is  what  I

understood  from  talking  to

them ;  they  said  that  before

finishing  their  prison

sentence  they  were  staying

there  for  a  few  days  before

being  released .  After  two

days  I  went  back  to  the

airport  to  conduct  the

second  screening  interview .

It  was  around  an  hour  with

the  same  off icers  and  they

called  me  back  because  they

needed  to  sort  a  few  things .

They  just  wanted  a  few

headlines  –  some  information

about  me  and  my  tr ip ,  who

brought  me  here ,  and  they

fully  searched  me  and  they

took  my  passport  and  then

they  moved  me  to  an

accommodation  house  in

London .  

 

How  has  your  impression

since  changed? 

 

Well ,  at  the  start  I  was  very

stressed  in  the  UK .  The

moment  that  we  landed ,  I

faced  a  not  very  nice  border

force  guy .  He  was  very

suspicious  of  me  and  was

very  scared .  He  saw  my  

passport  as  I  walked  off  the

plane  and  they  were  asking

for  passports  but  all  I  had

was  my  Syrian  passport .

When  he  saw  this ,  he  was

very  stressful  and  angry ,

asking  many  different

questions .  He  seemed  very

careful ,  but  I`m  not  sure  how

to  word  i t .  He  was  just

looking  at  every  simple  move

I  made .  When  I  put  my  hand

in  my  pocket  he  would  ask

why  I  had  my  hand  in  my

pocket ,  and  "Take  your  hand

out ! ”  Immediately  he  took  my

bag  and  started  searching  i t .

He  was  asking ,  “What  do  you

have  in  your  pocket?”  and

“What  do  you  have  in  your

bag? Are  you  here  alone?

How  did  you  come  here? Do

you  have  a  passport?"  When  I

told  him  I  got  here  on  a  fake

passport  to  seek  asylum ,  they

took  three  off icers  to  search

me  and  some  others  went

onto  the  plane  to  look  for  my

fake  passport  because  that  is

where  I  told  them  i t  was .

After  that  everything  went

well .  I  mean  I 'm  alright  now .  

 

Did  you  consider  seeking

refuge  in  another  country

f irst? 

 

No  I  didn ’t ,  no .  At  f irst  when  I

left  Turkey  I  went  to  Greece .

When  I  left  the  prison  in

Greece  I  was  in  a  really  bad

place .  It  was  a  long  15  days

there  in  the  prison  and  me

and  my  brother  had  not

decided  where  to  go  or

where  we  should  go .  I  think

the  hardest  problem  we

faced  in  the  prison  in  Greece

was  that  we  could  not

understand  the  off icers  and

they  could  not  understand

us .  So  whatever  we  needed

the  answer  was  always  in  a

different  language  and  that

was  so  hard  for  us .  Just  small  

things ,  just  basic  human

rights  l ike  can  I  phone  a

lawyer  or  can  I  call  my  family

because  my  family  did  not

know  where  I  was  at  that

moment .  My  family  hadn ’t

heard  anything  from  me  in

f ive  or  six  days .  After  this

experience ,  we  decided  we

needed  to  go  to  a  place

where  we  can  understand

the  people  and  they  can

understand  what  we  are

asking ,  so  we  decided  on  the

UK .  So  a  couple  of  smugglers

helped  us .  All  the  countries

that  I  visited ,  i t  wasn ’t  my

choice ;  i t  was  the  smuggler 's

choice .  I  just  told  him  I

wanted  to  get  to  the  UK  and

seek  asylum  there .  When  we

were  looking  for  a  fake

passport ,  he  kept  saying ,  “Do

you  l ike  this  one? I  can  bring

another  one , ”  but  I  couldn ’t

tel l  the  difference  between

them ;  they  were  just

different  nationalit ies .  He

just  kept  saying ,  “This  one  is

this  price ”  or  “This  one  is  half

price ” .  Then  we  went  on  the

trip  through  different

countries .  It  wasn ’t  my

choice  just  the  way  we  had

to  do  i t .  

 

How  would  you  compare

your  daily  routine  in  Aleppo

to  your  UK  daily  routine? 

 

Well  i t  is  very  different

because  you  have  family ,

fr iends ,  people  I  grew  up

with ,  my  neighbourhood ,  my

school ,  my  swimming  pool  -

everything  is  different .  My

normal  basic  day  in  Aleppo  I

would  wake  up  at  7  or  8  am

and  we  would  have  breakfast

with  my  family  and  then  I

would  go  to  my  university ,

and  my  brothers  would  go  to

school .  I  would  f inish

University  around  3  o 'clock

and  then  go  back  home ,  
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have  lunch  with  family ,  and

then  we  would  go  to  the

swimming  pool  for  training .

When  I  got  back  we  would

play  games  with  my  family ;

that  is  about  i t .  In  the  UK ,  I

am  waiting  for  my  second

interview  –  I  am  an  asylum

seeker ,  not  a  refugee ,  and  so

the  basic  day  would  be

taking  English  lessons  or

helping  with  creative

activit ies  l ike  arranging

football  matches  or  parties

or  drop- in  centre  activit ies .

Now  I  have  found  my  way

back  to  the  swimming  pool .  I

have  been  training  with  the

Lancaster  water  polo  team

and  I  hope  things  go  better

from  there .  

 

What  are  your  aspirations  for

the  future  while  you  are  in

the  UK? 

 

I  don ’t  know  about  the  future

yet .  I  can ’t  think  straight ;  I

don ’t  know  why .  I  think  I

want  to  continue  with  my

study  as  I  left  my  studies  in

the  middle  of  the  road .  I  am

in  my  third  year  now ;  I  am

studying  to  be  a  civi l

engineer ,  so  f irst  of  all  I

would  love  to  continue  with

my  studies  but  let ’s  see  after

that  where  l i fe  will  go .  

 

In  2015  in  the  UK ,  2 ,659

Syrians  applied  for  asylum

whereas  in  Germany  there

were  158 ,657  applications .  Do

you  think  that  the  UK  is

doing  enough  to  help  Syrian

refugees? 

 

I  don ’t  think  that  they  are

doing  enough  but  I  will  not

say  they  are  doing  nothing  at

all .  I  think  the  main  reason

for  the  difference  in  these

numbers  is  that  Germany  is

making  i t  easier  for  Syrians

to  seek  asylum  and  to  be

refugees .  Nowadays  Syrian    

people  are  just  looking  to

where  has  my  family  been

relocated .  Even  though

Germany  does  not  want  any

more  asylum  seekers ,  anyone

who  is  getting  out  of  Syria  is

looking  at  what  is  the  better

place  for  him  and  that  will

be  where  his  family  and  his

fr iends  are .  So  I  don ’t  think

the  people  of  Syria  are  going

to  Germany  rather  than  the

UK  because  they  prefer  this

country  over  that  country .  It

is  just  about  where  they  feel

welcome  or  where  can  I  be

near  to  my  fr iends  or  my

family .  For  me  when  I  think

about  i t ,  i t  would  have  been

a  new  country  and  a  new

language .  I  do  not  know

anything  about  Germany

other  than  I  knew  i t  had  a  lot

of  refugees .  

 

The  US- led  coalit ion ,

including  the  UK ,  has

conducted  over  5 ,826

airstr ikes  in  Syria  (as  of

November  2017 ) .  Do  you

think  that  a  peaceful

resolution  can  be  achieved? 

 

The  problem  is  that  there  are

so  many  parties ,  so  many

groups  f ighting  in  Syria  and

in  order  to  achieve  peace  you

need  to  f irst  of  all  f ind  the

people  who  are  supporting

these  groups .  Every  country

is  supporting  2  or  3  different

groups  which  for  us ,  for  the

people  of  Syria ,  are  just

messing  around ,  destroying

and  stealing  everything  of

Syria .  They  don ’t  look  at  who

is  supporting  who  or  who  will

win  after  all  this  or  what  is

the  r ight  way  to  f inish  i t .  We

just  want  i t  to  f inish ;  i f  i t  is

by  war ,  so  be  i t .  I f  i t  is  by

peace ,  that ’s  better  –  but  we

don ’t  care  anymore .  We  just

want  i t  to  f inish .  

 

Would  you  want  Syria  to  

return  to  as  i t  was  before  the

confl ict  or  would  you  l ike  to

see  i t  change  for  good? 

 

I  don ’t  think  I  want  i t  to  go

back  to  as  i t  was  before  with

no  resolution .  The  revolution

or  whatever  you  want  to  call

it  was  always  going  to

happen  because  the  people

have  been  unhappy  there  for

a  long  t ime .  But  I  sure  do

hope  to  see  i t  better  in  the

coming  months  or  years ,

hopefully  before  we  lose

much  more  than  this .  

 

How  do  you  see  this  confl ict

ending? 

 

Our  problem  is  not  with

Assad  or  any  individual ;  our

problem  is  that  the  groups

are  f ighting  on  the  streets .  I f

we  try  to  solve  i t  with  force ,

i t  will  fal l  into  chaos  just  l ike

other  countries .  We  have

seen  that  with  Libya  and

Tunisia  and  other  countries .

It  will  not  f inish  just  by

kil l ing  someone  or  by

assassinating  anyone  or  any

leader .  It  will  just  f inish  by  a

peaceful  transit ion  of  power

from  the  government  of

Assad  to  a  different

government .  From  my  point

of  view  that  is  the  only  way  a

peaceful  solution  will  be

achieved ;  otherwise  any

other  solution  would  involve

splitt ing  Syria  into  2  or  3

separate  countries  and  that

is  not  a  solution  for  me .  

 

Lastly ,  what  would  your

future  aspirations  be  i f  you

were  to  return  home .  Where

would  you  start? 

 

I  would  start  my  l i fe  r ight

where  I  left  i t ,  between  my

family  and  my  fr iends ,  as  any

normal  person  would  do .

Hopefully ,  one  day ,  I  will  be

able  to  go  back .  
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