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Lemlem has been a client at Solace
for several years. Lemlem first came
into contact with us in Bradford af-
ter walking miles for her first thera-
py session and lay down, curled up,
for the entire session. At one time a
destitute asylum seeker, sleeping in
St. George’s Crypt and on the streets,
she now has refugee status.

Lemlem is from Eritrea. About ten
years ago, Lemlem’s life was turned
upside down when she was arrested
and sent to prison. Up until then, she
was happily married with six children
and she didn’t have the time or the
inclination to get involved in Eritrean
politics, where the President rules with
a rod of iron and ruthlessly punishes
any dissent. Eritrea is a small country
in East Africa, formed in 1993, that has
rapidly become one of world’s most
authoritarian regimes with an atro-
cious human rights record.

Lemlem was arrested because she
was close to her cousin, Mesfin Hagos,
who stood against the Eritrean Presi-
dentin a presidential election and lost.
Retribution for having the audacity
to oppose the President was swift.
Mesfin was out of the country at the
time and never returned.

Mesfin’s family were not so lucky. Be-
cause of her close association with
Mesfin, Lemlem was imprisoned and
spent a year incarcerated in a dark,
underground cell. Her health deteri-
orated, but she was allowed to leave
the prison briefly to receive medical
attention, at which point she managed
to escape, first through Sudan, then
on to Libya and from there, by boat, to
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Italy, through France and on to Britain.
The three-month journey, arranged by
Mesfin, was uncomfortable and dan-
gerous. Travelling in the back of lor-
ries, hidden under blankets, the risk of
arrest or worse was a constant threat.

Once in Britain, Lemlem discovered
that both her mother and sister were
dead - her sister had died in prison.
Her husband had been arrested on
the suspicion that he knew of Lem-
lem’s whereabouts. She doesn’t know
whether he is still in prison or dead.

Her two eldest children had fled to
Sudan, which borders Eritrea. One
of them eventually reached Australia
where she is now a refugee; the other
briefly escaped to Libya before being
arrested and sent to Ethiopia where
he is allowed to live but not work, so
he is destitute. Going back to neigh-
bouring Eritrea would mean an even
worse fate.

Lemlem’s third child was drafted into
the military, fighting an endless war
against Ethiopia.

Continued on page 3...
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Lemlem’s
story

‘ ‘ Lemlem was im-

prisoned and spent a year
incarcerated in a dark, un-
derground cell. Her health
deteriorated, but she was
allowed to leave the pris-
on briefly to receive medi-
cal attention, at which point
she managed to escape,
first through Sudan, then
on to Libya and from there,
by boat, to Italy, through
France and on to Britain.
The three-month journey,
arranged by Mesfin, was
uncomfortable and danger-
ous. Travelling in the back
of lorries, hidden under
blankets, the risk of arrest
or worse was a constant

threat. , ,
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Eritrean military
Lemlem’s Story continued ...

The three youngest children — two
girls and a boy — were initially looked
after by a relation after their mother
had escaped to Europe and their fa-
ther had been imprisoned. But then
the relation caring for the children was
drafted into the army, leaving the chil-
dren to fend for themselves.

Fearing that they, too, would get
picked up by the authorities, the chil-
dren left their home and went to live
in a remote village, eating off the land
and in constant fear of being arrested.

Here in the UK, Lemlem, was desper-
ate to get her children out of Eritrea.
Worrying about her children was hav-
ing a serious effect on her health. But
she had tracked them down and was
able to speak to them by telephone
occasionally. So near, yet so far.

Escaping from Eritrea is not straight-
forward. The border crossing points
into neighbouring Sudan are well
guarded. Escapees are treated as
traitors if they are captured. Many are
imprisoned in shipping containers in
the desert, beaten, raped and tortured.
Lemlem wanted to get her children
into Sudan to the capital, Khartoum,
where they could seek asylum at
the UNHCR offices. Khartoum is 200
miles from the Eritrean border and
one of the most hazardous journeys

Caption?

in the world, not just because of the
harsh, desert-like landscape, but be-
cause thousands of refugees on the
road to Khartoum are kidnapped and
ransomed by nomads. Lemlem, mean-
while, was in Leeds on incapacity ben-
efit.

You can read what happened next on
our blog at:
www.solace-uk.blogspot.com
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“ Escaping from

Eritrea is not straightfor-
ward. The border crossing
points into neighbouring
Sudan are well guarded.
Escapees are treated as
traitors if they are captured.
Many are imprisoned in
shipping containers in the
desert, beaten, raped and

tortured. , ,



http://www.solace-uk.blogspot.com

Solace has helped over a thousand
asylum seekers and refugees with
mental health problems since we set
up a therapy service over eight years
ago. During that time, only a handful
of our clients have needed mental
health hospital treatment, helping the
NHS keep down the costs of mental
health admissions, which cost thou-
sands of pounds per hospital patient
on average.

Working with asylum seekers and ref-
ugees with mental health problems is
complex and works best when there
is multi-faceted approach to address
their complex needs, ranging from
practical problems related to housing
and their immigration status to trauma
and chronic physical pain.

Editorial
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At Solace we try and help people in
a variety of ways, including intensive
psychotherapy, pain management,
trauma-focused work and finding
solutions to their practical problems.

We have always had a waiting list for
our services from the first day we
opened our doors, but in 2013, we
faced cuts of over 50% of our funding.
In order to survive, we lost three posts
and reduced the number of paid hours
of the remaining staff. Fortunately, we
received a large Big Lottery grant for
£280,000 which will help us through
the next three years, but only by oper-
ating a scaled-down service.

Training

One way for a small but highly skilled
group of people to have a bigger im-
pactis to train others.

Our bespoke training is aimed at
agencies working either occasionally
or entirely with asylum seekers and
refugees. We have trained a number
of NHS staff, for instance, who have
struggled with some of the complex
needs of asylum seekers and refu-
gees, addressing questions such as:
How can we help destitute asylum
seekers? How can we work with some-
one who doesn’t speak English? Why is
tried and tested trauma-focused work
not as successful with asylum seekers
as other population groups and what
we can do about it? Why is ‘Recovery’
not a realistic objective with asylum
seekers with mental health problems?

Training with refugee agencies is dif-
ferent. They understand the cultur-
al and practical issues facing asylum
seekers, but want to learn about the
mental health aspects of the people
they deal with.

How do we manage an angry client?
How can we help an asylum seeker
feel less stressed and anxious? How
do we know if someone is suffering
from mental health problems and what
can we do about it?

These are just some of the topics we
cover. If you are interested in us pro-
viding training for you, please contact
Anne Burghgraef on 0113 2491437
or anne@solace-uk.org.uk to discuss
your training needs.

Almas from Eritrea

‘ ‘Solace has helped

over a thousand asylum
seekers and refugees with
mental health problems
since we set up a thera-
py service over eight years
ago. During that time, only a
handful of our clients have
needed mental health hos-
pital treatment, helping the
NHS keep down the costs of
mental health admissions,
which cost thousands of
pounds per hospital patient

on average. , ,

Anne Burghgraef, Solace Clinical Director
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It’s very different
from my work in the NHS
and private practice. One of
the big differences is work-
ing with interpreters - there
is a different dynamic and
more difficulty reading be-
tween the lines. But the big-
gest difference is working
with people who have not
only been traumatised but
are continuing to be trau-
matised by the disbelief
and hostility they encoun-
ter, the waiting, the feeling
that life is on hold, and un-
certainty. All of this can be
highly destabilising.

Brian Sidey, Solace volunteer therapist

Solace pain and trauma therapist Nick Edwards, with clients Lemlem and Josephine
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Can you help Solace with a
regular donation?

* £4 a month would help one
client access our services.

£8 would help two clients
access our services.

£50 a month would cover the
travel costs for three people to
come for weekly therapy.

If you are a tax payer, we can
claim gift aid and make your

donation go 25% further.

Set up a standing order and sign
a gift aid form:
www.solace-uk.org.uk/pdfs/
SolaceGiftAidform.pdf

or donate online:
www.justgiving.com/solaceuk

Solace, Suite 2, 150 Roundhay Road,
Leeds LS8 5LJ
Tel: 0113 2491437

Company number: 4733478 Charity number: 1104507
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