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ÒEverybody likes his own country but because of the problems I had, I had to leave. Because there was not freedom of 
religion. There are countries which have problems, especially in Africa and in Iraq. So we escape and we cross over to 
other countries and then we arrive in T urkey . Turkey is a good country and the people here understand our problems. W e 
explained our problems to the UNHCR and they understood. But you know , living like this is not easy and we canÕ t go 
back to our countries. So we need to Þnd our freedom, to save our lives and to solve our problems. W e are human. We have 
human rights.Ó 

-- A Refugee residing in Turkey

World Refugee Day Special Issue



H E L S I N K I  C I T I Z E N S Õ  A S S E M B L Y

2 Refugee Voices - Summer 2008

A Letter from the Depths of the 
Waters
My Dear Friends:
My name is Hassan Mirzai.  I was a refugee from Iran. I 
am writing this letter from the depths of a river between 
Turkey and Iraq.  I was forced to pass this river with a 
group of my friends.  
Would you like to know how I became familiar with this 
river?
Let me tell you. Twenty nine years ago, one morning 
when I woke up, I found my father’s old radio singing a 
victorious, revolutionary song.  I remember that my 
father was crying out and saying, “We are free and from 
now on, we will live under the wings of justice, 
democracy and freedom.”  He shouted, “We can finally 
live in a country where we all can express our ideas 
without having any fear.   He said that poverty, 
ignorance, discrimination and persecution would have 
no place in our country.  
My father heard these things from the new leader of our 
country and like anyone else, he believed it without any 
doubt.  That poor old man didn’t know that the 
revolution would destroy his own children.  He didn’t 
know that his own son would be one of those victims in 
the future. 
I don’t know how to explain to you that one day I found 
myself in another neighbouring country.  Some people 
called me a champion of freedom and some called me a 
coward.  Some called me a patriot and some called me a 
traitor.  Some called me a revolutionary and some called 
me an anti-revolutionary.  But you know I was none of 
these things.  I think that the only thing that I wanted 

was a little freedom, a little safety, a little respect, a little 
love and a little democracy.
How could I have all of these things together?  For 
many years I thought about these beautiful words.   
Finally, in 2003, I thought that I would finally have a 
way to find these things by leaving this neighboring 
country where I had dwelt.  I didn’t want to be a hero, 
and I didn’t want to be a traitor.  I just wanted to be 
myself.  
Finally, my friends and I made a decision.  We were not 
able to go back to Iran because in their eyes, we were 
traitors.  We had just one option left; to ask for 
international protection and to apply for asylum.  Many 
of my friends experienced the same things and some of 
them came to Turkey.  Through different ways, they 
migrated to different European countries.  For this 
reason, I came to Turkey with my friends.  I don’t want 
to burden you my political orientation.  This is not 
important because underneath all of our political 
ideologies, we are human beings.    

I didnÕt want to be a hero, and I 
didnÕt want to be a traitor.  I just 
wanted to be myself. 

Soon after I came to Turkey, local Turkish authorities 
arrested me and my friend.  On this day, I became 
familiar with this river.  Probably you know or have 
heard the rest of the story.  On the 23rd of April, 2008, a 
group of refugees drowned in the river after being 
forcefully expelled by the Turkish authorities.  I think 
that you have heard that there are many people like me, 
many people who have no protection, no legal status and 
are wandering in neighbouring countries and in Iraqi 
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cities and they are waiting for their ticket to death.  I 
know that you have heard that I am not alone.  
We are not four. We are many.  Among us there are 
many who were not able to pass the river and they died 
in silence, without any witnesses.  I don’t like to ask 
questions because the last time I asked a question was 
when I asked a question to the person who brought me 
to this river, who took my friends and I to this river.  I 
asked him, “How can I pass this river when I don’t 
know how to swim?” 
He said, “You have passed this river two times in the 
past and this time you will pass again.”  I told him that 
those two times my friend took my hand and helped 
me.  He said this time my friends would take my hand 
and help me across as well.  Unfortunately, it seems 
that this time the friends with whom I was with could 
not swim and we all, hand in hand, drowned to the 
bottom of the river.  

  I asked him, ÒHow can I pass 
this river when I donÕt know 
how to swim?Ó

Even though I don’t like to ask questions, I need to ask 
you some. Who is responsible for the abandonment 
and for the deaths of me and my friends and so many 
others?  Where is the conscience of the international 
community? Is it enough to condemn this behaviour?  
Are there going to be more people in the future who 
will be forced to pass the border through this river?  At 
the end of this letter, I will leave you with a thought 
about how to prevent these kinds of senseless deaths.  
How can we prevent the drowning of more refugees in 
this river or rivers like this one? 
I think that there are three choices.  You can choose to 
dry up the river.  You can train the local authorities 
about the basic principle of human rights and the value 

of human life, to teach them to obey these rules and 
respect the value of human life.   The third choice is 
that you can train refugees to swim.  Which choice is 
better?  The best answer may not be useful for my 
friends and we, who lie here at the bottom of the river, 
don’t want anyone to join us.  We have this hope for a 
better future.  

A refugee living in Turkey

Four Men Drowned in Conflict 
with Border Authorities
On April 23, the Turkish police forced a group of eighteen 
people to cross a rapidly flowing river at an uncontrolled 
part of the border between Turkey and Iraq.  Four men 
drowned, including an Iranian citizen who was recognized 
as a refugee by the UNHCR.
International law prohibits states from sending asylum 
seekers into other states where they will be subject to 
persecution.  However, eyewitnesses report that the 
Turkish authorities forced sixty people of various 
nationalities to attempt to cross the border into Iraq at the 
official border crossing.  
The Iraqi border authorities allowed forty-two Iraqis to 
enter the country.  They refused to admit eighteen Iranian 
and Syrian nationals, including five Iranian refugees who 
are recognized by the UNHCR. The Turkish police then 
took those eighteen people to a place where a river 
separates the two countries and forced them to swim 
across.
Witnesses who were interviewed by the UNHCR saw four 
people get swept away by the strong river current.  They 
drowned, and their bodies could not be recovered.
The UNHCR was monitoring the cases of the five Iranian 
refugees to ensure that they would not be deported—and, 
particularly, to ensure that they would not be sent to Iraq, 
since it is an unsafe country for asylum seekers.  Despite 
the UNHCR’s requests, the refugees were put in a bus, 
together with other persons to be deported, and taken on 
the twenty-three-hour trip to the Iraqi border. 
*Source: UNHCR, April 25, 2008
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The futur e of the refugeesÕ 
childr en, until when?
There is no doubt that there are lots of factors that make 
you leave your country, I do not want to mention them here, 
but being a refugee needs a great deal of courage. You need 
to be aware of the negative consequences and the positive 
results of becoming a refugee. 

The axis of this article has nothing to do with an adult 
person but with his children who have no idea about what 
they are going through especially in the first “struggle” time 
i.e.; pre-resettlement period. In this period of long waiting, 
the future of refugee children is made uncertain. Especially, 
if the application is not recognized, this is a very bad 
failure. 

Children have a right to learn and we all know how 
important education is to life. Certainly, it is the duty of 
every parent to educate their children. By being educated, 
not only are children the corner stone in the future of their 
countries, they are also the supporters of their parents when 
they get older. In Turkey for instance, a beautiful county in 
all fields of life, primitive steps are still being taken in how 
to treat the adult refugees, and Turkey has so far reached 
the midway on how to perform the international agreements 
that everybody knows. 

The future of refugee children depends on Turkey’s 
understanding of the refugee definition. Those kids are 
living between the hammer and the nail, since their parents 
have no financial support to guarantee their future 
meanwhile they have no idea about how long they are 
going to spend in Turkey. Furthermore, the Turkish 
government is not aware of the importance of the education 
for those kids, they are careless of the situation they are 
putting the children in. And the children themselves, are not 

aware of the important parts of life that they are missing. 

Therefore, for this issue, in my point of view, all the effort 
should come together from all sides, so that there would be 
red lines never to be crossed, and so that all the 
consequences would  be studied and the solutions would be 
found for the sake of a brilliant future for the children. 
Because we all know how important education is for life 
and for children to have greater expectations in life.

That’s a simple participation from a humble person.

-- Majid, Sudan

Right to education
Under the Turkish Constitution, provision 42, everyone 
who lives in Turkey has the right to education–without 
discrimination based on race, religion or nationality. 
Practically, however, few asylum-seekers in Turkey find it 
possible to send their children to school.  Recent reports 
suggest that 63% of asylum seekers’ children are unable to 
attend Turkish schools because of bureaucratic obstacles, 
monetary costs, and safety concerns.  
Asylum-seekers who want to register their children for 
school in Turkey must provide a residence permit (ikamet) 
for themselves and their children.  Each permit costs 
hundreds of YTL and requires a wait of six months to a 
year.  
Moreover, although basic education is essentially free 
under the constitution, reports show that many schools 
require asylum-seekers to pay ‘voluntary contributions’ in 
return for their children’s education.  
Some charity organizations and NGO’s have tried to fill the 
void by establishing informal schools for the children of 
migrants, but their resources are too scarce to provide these 
children with the education that they need.
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ChildrenÕs Art from the Istanbul Interparish Immigrants Program (IIMP)

Christina , Nigeria

Kamer, Iran

Sam, Sri Lanka
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Blessing, Nigeria

Mitra, Iraq

Kajan, Sri Lanka

Sathielyn, Sri Lanka
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The dream of a scared girl
Oh my dear daughter, if only you could learn what destiny hides from us? Your first laughter and words are still in 
my ears, and what surprises each day brings. Daddy, daddy: a person always wants to hear this and never gets 
bored.   But where is the future and what is destiny saving for us? (He has suffered but will suffer...) 

What is the fault of this girl? Your only sin is to be one of the most beautiful girls on earth and to have been born, 
for you are the daughter of a refugee who has no homeland, and who is degraded in barracks. One travels this 
world, walks the ground, and goes to the skies.

You have come here, but this difficult world is not yours. It is mine. I wonder, can one stop the slaps that are done 
to us by this time? Cruelty knocks on my door mercilessly, looking for a lost girl, a youth without any futureÉ May 
dear God help me and you. 

My daughter, I am not saying that I will give in to this world, only that this is a long thorny way, a long journey of 
struggle. But, for you, I will fight this world. No! This world will not defeat me.  My future is lost, but yours will 
not be. 

In order to buy your milk, I will ban myself from everything. I will be proud of you, and you and I will travel the 
world. I will find a future for you. A little kiss from you means the world to me.  

My dear daughter Emel.

-- Osman Ebu Amel, Sudan
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A story for childr en
He is only 12 years old. His fishing rod had broken; he started crying, ‘what will I say to my mother?’ The weather was 
getting dark. He searched for his way back home. His mother was waiting for Hamit anxiously at the doorsteps, and the 
moment she saw him she started scolding him. But then she noticed the broken rod and understood what had happened. She 
hugged Hamit and told him, “don’t worry my son, hopefully your father will also be back very soon.” His father had been 
caught by the Turkish police while trying to smuggle into Greece. He had given all his money to the smugglers for this 
journey. His goal was to eventually earn enough money there so he could pay for Hamit and his mother to be smuggled into 
Greece as well. They were now living in Turkey as the whole family had been smuggled from Iran into Turkey.  
Hamit and his mother had used all their savings and Hamit was helping the household by catching fish. They had not even 
been able to pay the rent for their house for the past two months. When Hamit noticed that his mother had gotten teary eyes, 
he began to cry again. 
The next day Hamit walked to the docks again hoping that someone might lend him their fishing rod. He was there until the 
evening but no one helped him, he was tired and walked back home, then in front of the door he found a white dove that was 
injured with a broken wing. He thought “Hurray, dinner will be tasty” and took the dove. He rang the bell, and Hamit was 
thrilled to see that his father answered the door. They entered the house and Hamit gave the dove to his mother, saying “here 
is our dinner.” His mother said, “With this dove I will make a delicious meal.” His father got upset with both of them, and 
told them he would not permit them to do such a thing. He said, “When I left Turkey the smugglers left me in the mountains, 
I was thirsty and exhausted; I noticed a white dove flying over me and I followed it and arrived in a village, that dove saved 
my life. The police then took me to the United Nations. Now we can stay here and work here freely. There is no need to 
worry anymore.’
Hamit gave the white dove to his father and the mother. They helped it revocer, then Hamit walked to the window, opened it 
and set the white dove free.   

Mohseen, Iran
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Why did you choose the city of 
Konya?
How can I evaluate my life in the satellite city of 
Konya, after the year and six months I have spent there? 
I divide my answer into two parts.
Hope and hopelessness in the life of a refugee. As I 
said in a former article, there is no victory without 
sacrifices. The difficulties that each and every one of us 
are encountering in our everyday life can lead us to lose 
hope, but sometimes, to become more hopeful. 
Especially when we find ourselves in a mood of anxiety 
concerning our future and that of our family members, 
who are apart from us, separated by the law of force--a 
separation imposed by the different dictatorships and 
wars in our origin countries. Who is this refugee, father 
or mother of a family? Who can live safely, alone, 
without knowing when he or she will be together with 
his or her family again? But don’t forget single 
refugees. One told me he had serious problems. He saw 
a doctor who told him he should have a wife or a 
girlfriend at his age. He explained to me that when he 
was arrested, he was badly tortured; he spoke to me 
about his genital pains from that torture. I told him: 
“You are not the only one, I was also tortured with a 
thread linked to my testicles, I was half dead like you 
too.” This is why the experiences of others can help us. 
There’s also the example of a Sudanese refugee who 
was living in the house that hosts us. He was the first 
black person to arrive here. He was rejected by the 
UNHCR; he did a lot of interviews in Ankara at the 
UNHCR. Some people were jeering him, saying he 
wasn’t speaking well. But two weeks ago, Mr. Abdela 
told me he that he just had been recognized by the 
UNHCR. This is to say that in this refugee life, the 
examples and the testimonies of others should always 
encourage us, especially because we know the truth 
about our own stories. We must go right to the end. 
One day I spoke with a police officer from the 
Foreigners Department. I told him that we wanted to 
work or do something, that we won’t stand around like 
this, without doing anything. Every time we ask for a 
job, they ask for a residence permit. Then we show the 

Ikamet, but they ask also for a work permit. Despite all 
the explanations we give, the answer is always negative. 
Then the officer told me “we will see.” We waited some 
months. One day, three officers of the Foreigners 
Department, Mustafa, Sinan and Sercan, called me. I 
called some friends and on the same day they took us to 
the work place and introduced us to the boss. We started 
working the day after. Even if the salary is not enough, 
we hope we will get a salary increase in the next few 
months. This is why we should be honest and thank the 
“Müdür” of the Foreigners Department and these three 
officers, hoping they will always be understanding about 
the different problems of refugees. For example, the 
problem of renewing the residence permits … 

In this refugee life, the examples 
and the testimonies of others 
should always encourage us. We 
must go right to the end.

In the city of Konya it is not easy to be integrated, 
because a lot of people do not know the meaning of 
the word Òrefugee.Ó We have to explain why we are 
here, where we are from, what we are doing here, how 
long we will stay, how we can find food, whether or not 
the Turkish government is giving us financial assistance, 
whether UNHCR does, who helps us to find clothes … 
Sometimes children touch our skin; they find it so 
strange to see a body different from theirs. They also 
ask us: “Why did you choose the city of Konya?” 
Some ask if there is water or if there are rivers in our 
origin countries, if there are Turkish people there. These 
are the more often-asked questions. But when they ask, 
“Are you married? What about your family?”—then, 
hope remains, we still believe. No matter how long will 
last the night, the sun will shine. Our eyes are turned to 
the UNHCR in Ankara, hoping that the speech delivered 
during the Day of the Refugee in Geneva in 2007 will 
become a reality.            

--Banza B.A., Democratic Republic of Congo

WORLD REFUGEE SURVEY 2008:
The US Committee on Refugees and Immigrants has just published its well-respected survey on 
conditions that refugees face in countries around the world. Helsinki CitizensÕ Assembly was the 
research partner for the Turkey Profile for USCRI's 2008 Wold Refugee Survey. www.refugees.org
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Pourquoi avez-vous choisi la 
ville de Konya?
Quel bilan puis-je faire après un an et  6 mois dans la 
ville satellite de Konya où je réside ? Je réponds a ma 
propre question sur deux volets: 

lÕespoir dans la vie dÕun rŽfugiŽ et le dŽsespoir.! 
Comme je l’avais dit dans un autre article, une il n’y a 
pas une victoire sans sacrifice. Mais les problèmes que 
chacun et chacune d’entre nous rencontrent dans notre 
vie de tous les jours, peuvent nous amener à effacer 
notre espoir, ou à espérer d’avantage. Surtout lorsque 
nous nous trouvons dans un climat d’inquiétude pour 
notre propre avenir et celui de nos membres de 
familles séparés avec nous par la loi de force, nous 
imposer par les différents régimes dictatoriaux, ou par 
les guerres  dans nos pays d’origines.  Qui-est -ce 
réfugié  père ou mère d’une famille, qui peut être à 
l’aise, vivant seul(e) et qui ne sait  à quel moment il 
sera ensemble avec son foyer ? Des réfugiés 
célibataires n’ont pas du reste, j’ai entendu un me dire 
qu’il a de problèmes sérieux, il a vu un médecin, ce 
dernier lui dira qu’à ton âge tu devrais avoir une 
épouse ou une prétendante. İl me parle sur les douleurs 
génitaux lors de son arrestation, qu’il avait subit de 
tortures énormes, je lui ai dit, tu n’es pas le seul, moi, 
j’ai été torturé avec un fil lié à mes testicules, j’ai frôlé 
la mort comme toi aussi.  C’est pourquoi les exemples 
des autres peuvent nous édifier : j’ai un exemple d’un 
réfugié soudanais que j’ai trouvé dans le foyer qui 
nous héberge.  Il est le premier noir  à arriver dans ce 
foyer, il n’a pas été répondu positivement, il a fait 
plusieurs interviews à HCR/Ankara, d’autres le traité 
de quelqu’un qui ne sait pas bien parler, mais il y a 
deux semaines Mr. Abdela me dira qu’il vient d’être 
réconnu par le HCR/Ankara. C’est pour dire que dans 
cette vie de réfugiés, les exemples et témoignages 
doivent toujours nous encourager surtout lorsque nous 
détenons la vérité de ce qui nous est arrivé, nous 
devons aller jusqu’au bout. Une fois j’avais parlé avec 
l’un des policiers du département des étrangers. Je lui 
ai dit que nous voulons une occupation, nous n’allons 
pas rester tous les jours bras croisés, sans rien faire, 
puisque partout où nous frappons pour le travail, 
parfois on demande l’İkamet, on montre, on exige le 
permis du travail, malgré les explications, la réponse 

est toujours négative. Alors  le policier me dira  qu’on 
va voir, après autant de mois, un jour les trios de cette 
police des étrangers à savoir : Mustafa, Sinan et Sercan 
m’ont appelé et j’ai appelé mes camarades le même 
jour nous sommes allés  sur le lieu du travail, ils nous 
ont présenté par le patron et le jour suivant nous avons 
commencé le boulot, même si le salaire n’est pas à la 
hauteur des besoins, nous osons croire que le patron va 
revoir dans les mois qui viennent. C’est pourquoi nous 
devons être sincères pour remercier le « Müdür » de la 
police des étrangers et ce trio, espérant qu’ils seront 
toujours à l’écoute des réfugiés pour nos différents 
problèmes, par exemple, le problème du 
renouvellement des İkamets (résidence temporaire) 
etc... 

Dans cette vie de rŽfugiŽ, les 
exemples et les temoignages des 
autres devraient toujours nous 
donner du courage.Nous 
devons aller jusquÕau bout. 

Dans la ville de Konya, il nÕest pas facile de 
sÕintŽgrer car bon nombre de personne, ne savent 
pas ce que signiÞe le mot rŽfugiŽ, il faut leur 
expliquer pourquoi nous sommes ici, nous venons 
d’où ? Qu’est-ce qu’on fait ? Pour combien du temps 
allons-nous rester ? Nous mangeons comment ? Est-ce 
nous sommes payés par le gouvernement turc? Ou par 
les Nations Unies ? Qui nous donne les habits ? Parfois 
les enfants nous touchent sur la peau, ils trouvent 
étrange un être différent de leur corps. Pourquoi vous 
avez choisi seulement la ville de Konya ? D’autres 
demandent même si nous avons de l’eau de rivière 
chez nous. Y-a t-il des turcs chez vous ? Voila tant de 
questions qui nous reviennent souvent, et quand on 
pose la question si tu es marié ou pas ? Et ton foyer ? 
L’espoir demeure, nous y croyons, quel que soit la 
durée de la nuit, le soleil apparaîtra. Nos yeux sont 
tournés toujours vers HCR/Ankara, avec l’espoir que 
le discours sanctionnant la journée mondiale du 
refugié, lu à Géneve pour l’année 2007, ne sera pas un 
coup d’épée dans l’eau.

Banza B.A., DRC
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This is a letter from refugees to hCa members 

Contributors
Writer  of the Death in 
the River sought 
asylum from Iran in 
Turkey many years ago.  
He lives in Istanbul, 
where he works on 
behalf of the 
community of refugees 
and asylum seekers. 

Majid was born in 
1973 in Sudan. He used 
to work as a teacher in 
Sudan. He has been 
living in Turkey for 4 
years.  

Mahsoon is an Iranian 
refugee in Turkey. He 
was working as an 
author in Iran and wrote 
several children’s’ 
books. 

Banza B.A. was born in 1968 in the Democratic Republic of Congo. He 
has a diploma in pedagogical studies. He is married to Astride and is the 
proud father of three children. 

We thank the Association for Soidarity with Asylum Seekers and Migrants 
for providing the photographs. 

Thank You
The printing of Refugee Voices has been made possible through the 
generous support of the European Commission-AENEAS Program.

Editorial Disclaimer
Refugee Voices is a forum for different refugee writers and artists to share 
their opinions and perspectives. The opinions, beliefs and viewpoints 
expressed by the various authors and artists in this newsletter do not 
necessarily reflect the opinions, beliefs and viewpoints of Helsinki 
CitizensÕ Assembly and the European Commission.

Submissions
Refugee Voices aims to be a quarterly newsletter. We invite you to share 
your knowledge, experiences and art. If youÕre thinking about submitting 
in your native language, we will make every attempt possible to publish 
the original and a translation. If youÕre interested in submitting, please 
contact us at refugeeaid@hyd.org.tr or call at 0212-292 4830.

World Refugee Day Activities

Ankara, 19-22 June 2008
World Refugee Day Exhibition
Organized by UNHCR, Ankara Metropolitan Municipality, 
Location: Dikmen Vadisi

Istanbul, 21 June 2008
World Refugee Day Volleyball Event
Organized by UNHCR, Turkish Volleyball Federation, 
ASAM
Location: Istanbul Burhan Felek Sports Hall

Van, 21 June 2008, 10:00-18:00
World Refugee Saturday in Van
Organized by: Turkish Education Volunteers Foundation 
(TEGV)
Location: TEGV Van Office

Special Event: The Refugee Truck
1 June – 22 June 2008-06-08
Organized by: Amnesty International
Locations: Van, Kayseri, Nevsehir, Konya, Ankara, 
Eskisehir, Izmir
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