
Community guides Anne Knauff and Mary
Courtier point to similar experiences work-
ing with clients. Both began working with
individuals, but quickly formed a relation-
ship with an entire family that has spanned
years. Both women note the reciprocal
nature of the relationship over time, mani-

olunteers at the Center for Victims
of Torture do almost everything:
massage therapy, gardening, office

work. Of these many roles, community
guides stand out as a tangible link between
clients and the larger community. They bring
the community to the client and the client
to the community in an exchange integral to
the healing process. Community guides, for-
merly known as befrienders, form support-
ive relationships with CVT clients and, in
the process, address one of the more insidi-
ous effects of torture –  isolation from the
community. 

Depending on the needs of the client, a
guide may help locate resources such as food
or clothing, provide conversation and com-
panionship, cook, shop or just walk around a
neighborhood. Currently, about 50 volun-
teer community guides work with clients.

The idea for community guides dates to
1994. It was conceived as a way to support
the work of clinicians by providing help with
practical matters that are often sources of
anxiety and stress for refugees. “It’s about
restoring dignity and letting people get
beyond damage and give back,” says Ben
Kohler, a community guide coordinator.
Being able to give back starts with a rela-
tionship, a connection to others.Community
guides open a door to relationships on a
communal level. 
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The people I’m dealing
with were professionals 

… who used to be people
of some importance in
their home countries.
They come here and 
no one knows that.

fest through simple exchanges and expres-
sions of support. 

Courtier, who works with an African
family, found that reciprocity through a
shared interest. “Both my clients and I real-
ly like to cook. I have a chance to show off
some traditional American food, and I have
a chance to taste traditional African food,”
she notes. The family also offered to assist
Courtier in her effort to learn French, one
of the several languages spoken in this fam-
ily of educated professionals. Knauff expe-
rienced a similar dynamic. “From the
beginning, they always insisted on feeding
me,” she says in describing the gracious-
ness she encountered. Establishing a con-
nection through food, conversation and
mutual support have all contributed to the
healing process.

But the connection can be much sim-
pler, too. Kohler tells of a time when he
was late to pick up a client for an appoint-
ment, and when he did arrive she was not
ready and had a baby with no babysitter in
sight. The client spoke no English. The
woman brought the baby over to Kohler
and placed the child in his arms – a pro-
found expression of trust – while she fin-
ished getting ready, and the babysitter
arrived soon after. 

Community guide Mary Courtier picks out
ginger to use while cooking with her client.
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Restoring the dignity of the human spirit

anguage can be a challenge, but as Knauff points out, it
can also be a part of connecting. In her experience, the
person with the best language skills in the family trans-

lates for others, reinforcing language learning. At the same time,
younger family members learn the story as well as gain familiarity
with the sound of the English language. This exchange of language
and stories helps create a bridge between cultures. The family also
asks Knauff questions about perplexing elements of American
culture, allowing her to share her stories and insights as well.

Often, regaining confidence and finding a place in their new
culture are foremost in clients’ minds. “The people I'm dealing
with were professionals … who used to be people of some
importance in their home countries,” notes Courtier. “They come
here and no one knows that.” CVT clients, already suffering from
the isolation of torture, must reinvent themselves in a community
where they have few peers and their previous stature means little,
making the community guide an essential link between past and
present; someone who knows who they are and is helping them
form a relationship to their new community. 

good volunteer knows how to initiate and sustain a rela-
tionship, points out Jean Andrews, also a community
guide coordinator. Though helping is often the motive

for becoming a community guide, the potential for mutual
enrichment is also a draw – as is the clear need. Volunteering as a
community guide takes more than a desire to help though, notes
Kohler. “People who gravitate to volunteering at a place like CVT
have a stronger ability to deal with people who are hurting.” He is
quick to add that even though the experience involves dealing
with suffering, healing is the point. “CVT’s is a hopeful message.” 

Indeed, the relationships formed by community guides and
clients represent that seed of hope that in many cases takes root
and leads to a firmer sense of belonging for torture sur vivors
and a greater acceptance and understanding by thecommuni-
ty – a benefit to all. 

L
News Briefs

State Dept. Invests in New Tactics Project
The U.S. State Department has invested a total of $1 million
in the Center for Victims of Torture’s New Tactics in Human
Rights Project, an innovative international human rights pro-
gram. Of that total, $892,000 is earmarked for a major inter-
national human rights training symposium in 2004. The New
Tactics Project is also producing a workbook documenting
human rights tactics; a Web site; and regional training work-
shops. Learn more about the project at www.newtactics.org.

United Nations Adopts Anti-Torture Protocol
The U.N. General Assembly voted 127-4 with 43 abstentions
in December 2002, to adopt an optional protocol to the
Convention Against Torture and Other Cruel, Inhuman or
Degrading Treatment or Punishment. The optional protocol
creates a system of regular visits by independent national and
international bodies to evaluate places of detention and make
recommendations to improve conditions and prevent torture.
It opened for signature on Jan. 1 and will go into effect after
ratification by 20 member states. The protocol will apply only
to ratifying countries.

CVT Meets MN Charity Review Standards
The Minnesota Charities Review Council, an independent
organization that reviews nonprofits to facilitate informed
charitable giving, recently announced that the Center for
Victims of Torture meets all of its standards. Charitable orga-
nizations are evaluated by public disclosure, governance,
financial activity and fundraising.

Matching Challenge Grant 

The Jay and Rose Phillips Family Foundation has
generously offered to contribute $1 for every $1.50
donated from individuals who increase their support
for CVT this year. The foundation has committed
$50,000 toward this match. Please help us reach this
goal by returning a gift in the enclosed envelope or
making a donation on our secure Web site
(www.cvt.org).
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atural disaster, famine, war,
these emergencies tend to draw
attention to Africa for better or

worse. These events inform ideas of what
humanitarian efforts on the continent
mean; getting food to the hungry, caring
for the sick. The effects of torture and war
trauma claim little attention in the face of
glaring necessity making CVT’s programs
in West Africa, which address the mental
health needs of torture survivors in both
the short and the long term, unique. Kirk
Jones, outgoing director of CVT’s pro-
gram in Sierra Leone, recently reflected
on the challenges of implementing a men-
tal health program in a country with vir-
tually no mental health system. 

Jones worked in other African countries
before joining CVT as a field manager in
Kenema, located southeast of Freetown.
As director, he spent time on a wide range
of tasks – from logistics to oversight of
program operations, finance, and adminis-
tration – related to running CVT’s mental
health program in three camps. These
served as a temporary home to some
25,000 internally displaced people, many
suffering from the after-effects of torture.

CVT provides therapy for hundreds of
people in the Kenema camps each year,
and offers community education about the
effects of torture to many more. In an
effort to create a lasting mental health
infrastructure, CVT also trains refugees as

Sierra Leone Dir. Reflects on Tenure
Kirk Jones talks about CVT’s mental health work in Kenema refugee camps 

N

mental health paraprofessionals. The para-
professionals then carry on the work of
healing the wounds of torture and ulti-
mately expanding services beyond the
camps.

“To do a mental health program is much
harder than other types of programs,”
Jones explains. The difficulty comes both
from the lack of proper infrastructure and
the challenge of identifying clients – tor-
ture survivors – because of the stigma
attached to mental health issues. Jones
explains that the initial focus in Sierra
Leone is on sensitizing the community;
making people aware that trauma can be
addressed and that those who suffer from
the after-effects of torture can heal.
Though some other organizations have
mental health components to their pro-
grams, CVT is the only one that offers
long-term training to local staff to create a

A refugee camp near Freetown, Sierra Leone,
above, and former director Kirk Jones, right.

To do a mental
health program 
is much harder

than other types 
of programs. 

lasting mental health
infrastructure.

Jones points out that despite the chal-
lenges, “Life goes on … and when you
work in a camp you see that continuity.”
Though the living conditions, boredom,
deprivation – are difficult, Jones says that
people remain hopeful and engaged. This
despite the fact that Sierra Leone was
already one of the poorest countried in
Africa even before the war. Jones find
motivation in the fact that, as he says,
Sierra Leoneans are “some of the friend-
liest people I have met.”

Despite the challenges, Jones considers
his tenure with CVT the most compelling
work he’s done. “[It’s] the only job I've had
where I can work seven days a week.”
Given the many locations and situations
Jones has worked in, he says simply and
without hesitation “I would do this work
again.”

The Index

Year that CVT became the first torture treatment center in the United States: 1985

Number of torture treatment centers in the southern U.S. outside of Florida and Texas: 0

Approximate number of torture survivors residing in the state of Minnesota: 30,000

Chances that a CVT client still suffers from a physical injury caused by torture: 3:4

Percentage of CVT clients in 2002 who had been students or professionals in their home countries: 51
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Take Action!

The AMANI Trust, a non-partisan torture
treatment and advocacy organization and
recipient of the 2002 CVT Eclipse Award
for extraordinary service on behalf of tor-
ture survivors, has come under increasing
attack by the government of Zimbabwe
where the organization is based. AMANI
has been threatened with physical violence
and is under pressure to leave the country.
Help AMANI continue its work. Visit the
CVT  Web site at www.cvt.org for details.

Saying No to Torture at Home
CVT urges the U.S. to investigate reported use of torture by the CIA 

ecent reports of the
possible use of “stress
and duress” by CIA

interrogators to extract infor-
mation from captive Al-
Quaeda and Taliban suspects
have rekindled a debate about
the adoption of torture as a
tool for fighting terrorism. 

CVT’s Deputy Director
Ruth Barrett Rendler
addressed the implications of
the use of torture for the
United States in an editorial
that appeared in the Jan. 5 edi-
tion of the Minneapolis Star
Tribune. Barrett Rendler points
out that the use of torture is
always wrong and notes that
torture typically involves “the
silence of the greater public,”
in making a case for a public
investigation of the allegations.

to the use of torture is over-
whelmingly negative. 

Arguing against even the
vicarious use of torture,
Barrett Rendler says that by

“facilitating [torture] through
selective deportation of sus-
pects, we begin to mirror the
very enemies we are trying to
overcome.” She adds that using
torture in the effort to fight
terrorism “is both ironic and
heartbreaking,” and goes on to
say that the United States, by

Barrett Rendler refutes the
assumption that the American
people tacitly accept the
necessity of torture in the
name of national security.

“The premise ... is that the
American people will smile
when served a well-cooked
chicken as long as they don't
have to witness the distasteful
plucking of feathers and nec-
essary bloodletting. But as
recent letters to the editor
demonstrate, public  response

adopting coercive interroga-
tion techniques, will stand in
violation of the very human
rights standards and protocols
it helped develop.

In an appeal to subsume
anger and fear, Barrett
Rendler discourages silence.
“We must speak out and insist
that human rights are protect-
ed both in public and behind
the layers of razor wire. Any
official or unofficial use of tor-
ture by the United States will
fundamentally erode not only
international support for our
campaign against terrorism,
but the bedrock principles of
our civil society.” 

Read the complete text at CVT’s
Web site at ww.cvt.org.

Any official or unofficial use of torture
by the United States will fundamentally
erode not only international support for
our campaign against terrorism, but the
bedrock principles of our civil society. 
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