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Chris 35:45 So, we are with Sara Robinson from Amnesty

International/Israel. Can you tell me a little bit about what
you do for Amnesty International?

Sarah 35:54 So amnesty international is a global movement that works on
the issue of refugees and asylum seekers around the world,
from Central America to Asia to the Middle East. It's an issue
that's important to us and in the context of Israel, we're
working in support of human rights of 53,000 African
refugees and asylum seekers, mostly from Sudan and Eritrea,
since 2006 when they started arriving in considerable
numbers. And since then and until today we have been
working on promoting economic and social rights, as well as
preventing the detention policies and deportations that are
against international law, of this population.

Chris 36:30 The detention rates – are you referring to when they get to



working on promoting economic and social rights, as well as
preventing the detention policies and deportations that are
against international law, of this population.

Chris 36:30 The detention rates – are you referring to when they get to
Israel, if they are detained or imprisoned?

Sarah 36:42 Sure, so the detention policy has many different topics. The
first one is of course as they enter the country they would all
be arrested. And over the years the legal retention the regime
had allowed for that has changed. Initially it was the law for
entry into Israel, which had detention up to 60 days, although
some people were held for more than 60 days. It changed in
June, 2012 when they started implementing the Prevention of
Infiltration Law.  That law was canceled in September of
2013. A new law was passed in December of 2013, just last
month, and that’s the law that's currently being used. It also
has allowed for this detention policy. And so throughout all of
the legal regimes, Amnesty has been there to say, you know,
expansive detention of asylum seekers without individualized
assessments of who should be in detention, who shouldn't be,
against principles of proportionality and necessity, and so
we've been saying that such policies of detention of refugees
and asylum seekers is against international law, and should
be altered and changed.

Chris 38:16 Can you tell me what your interaction with the government
here is like, so as a representative of Amnesty International –
how do you communicate with the government – can you talk
to me me a little bit about that?

Sarah 38:33 Sure. So, I think it's great to understand the relationship
between the organizations and the government of Israel
through the statements of the government itself. Over the
last couple of weeks we've had this immense movement of
refugees who are coming out against Israel's policies. We had
the march for freedom from the detention facilities towards
Jerusalem – a couple of times over the last few days, tens of
thousands of refugees have taken to the streets to protest
what's been going on. And what we have heard from certain
members of Israel's Parliament, the Knesset, is that these
Israeli human rights NGOs that are working here have
radicalized the asylum seekers and it's their fault. There have
even been quotations from members of Knesset, how we
were encouraging more infiltrators to come, and all of these
statements that really show that there isn't the trust at all
between the assistance organizations and the human rights
organizations and the Israeli government. You can look back
at what other members of the government are saying, from
the Prime Minister to the Interior Minister, who are saying that
infiltrators threaten to wash away the existence of the Jewish
and democratic state, and other such quotations, and so I
think our relationship with the government is quite
problematic in that sense. For example, if you look at what
NGOs are allowed to enter the facilities, and I'm sure the
Hotline for Migrant Workers [former name] can tell you more
about that, but they are essentially the only Israeli NGO that's
allowed to enter the facilities, and they have a limited access,
they don't have freedom to roam around the different wards
and everything, the other NGOs are blocked. And so I think
that our relationship is quite problematic, although of course
we are allowed to come to the Knesset and present our
opinion, submit position papers, make individualized meetings
and send letters, which we do. So I would say it is a
problematic relationship, could be way better, could be worse.

Chris 40:14 So, we've been too many camps, I think it's a pretty constant
theme, that especially young people who go into these
camps, they'll lose hope after, you know, a year, two years,
three years, six years, and they decide to strike it out on their
own, and take their chances.  Ah… their journey to Israel is…
difficult, to say the least. Can you talk to me a little bit about
some of the perils they might face along the way?

Sarah 40:44 Sure. So, Amnesty International has been following the issue



own, and take their chances.  Ah… their journey to Israel is…
difficult, to say the least. Can you talk to me a little bit about
some of the perils they might face along the way?

Sarah 40:44 Sure. So, Amnesty International has been following the issue
on the journey for the last couple of years, we've published a
briefing that covers this issue, to show about people who
traveled voluntarily, and then against their will were trafficked
or kidnapped and abused, others who had no intention to
come to Israel at all and were kidnapped, for example, we've
heard stories of people – a blanket was thrown around them
at night and they were thrown into the back of a truck – a
classic case of trafficking where people have no intention to
come, there taken, kidnapped and put on this journey. They
don't understand where they end up, they suddenly find
themselves in Sinai near the border with Israel, where they’re
demanded to pay ransom, and as an incentive to pay this
ransom faster, to get their families and friends and everyone
and anyone to pay tens of thousands of US dollars – this
incentive by the traffickers is through torture and other
abuse. And so we hear stories of mass rape of men and
women, of people who are electrocuted [electro-shocked],
burned, hung upside down, buried in the sand, melted plastic
onto their bodies, even fingers that were amputated, and
then people are held for months at a time going through such
experiences, so if your daughter calls at you on the phone
while she's screaming from such abuse, of course you as your
mother are going to do everything you can to pay this
ransom. And so people sell their houses, every property
they've ever had, they beg on the streets, the community
tries to put together the money, but of course it's quite
difficult, especially since people are subjected to significant
poverty in the Horn of Africa, and so by the time people can
put together amounts of money ranging from $25,000 to
$50,000, it can take months of abuse. And so in Israel, we
estimate there are about 7,000 such victims who paid the
ransom, or somehow managed to escape and have come
here. And these people are just broken, I mean they come
with scars on their body, they come with the emotional and
psychological scars, that they need intense rehabilitation –
structured rehabilitation – but unfortunately the vast majority
of these victims don't have access to any government
services. While about 100 or so have had access to the
trafficking system in Israel, the vast majority who are either
victims of trafficking or victims of just torture and abuse don't
have any access to real rehabilitation, so oftentimes the
people who come to NGOs are suffering from such mental and
physical problems, and they still are.

Chris 43:36 So – a refugee leaves the camp, they go through all of that,
now they are in Israel, and, you know, they're seeking
asylum, and it seems like now more than ever, it's difficult to
gain asylum in Israel. What's their next move?

Sarah 43:53 Okay, well first of all, it's never been possible, it's not now
more than ever, I mean Eritreans in Israel have been unable
to gain asylum, there's never been a single Eritrean of 35,000
in Israel who’s been granted refugee status. For a while know
Eritreans were even allowed to file applications so they were
blocked from the asylum system in general. Now, a small
minority of Eritreans, and mostly Eritreans who are in
detention, did you file for asylum, but their applications were
all rejected, or they are still waiting for a decision. So to this
date, there's never been a single Eritrean who has managed
to get asylum or a refugee status in Israel. So that's really
important because I think it shows that how Israel is
perceiving these individuals as refugees or even as those who
want asylum – they're perceived as infiltrators, work migrants
and criminals. In terms of what's their next step, I think it's a
great time to ask that question because never before have we
seen the refugee communities stand up for themselves. Over
the last three weeks the refugee communities have said very



great time to ask that question because never before have we
seen the refugee communities stand up for themselves. Over
the last three weeks the refugee communities have said very
loud and clear to the State of Israel, enough is enough, we
are not work migrants, we are not criminals, and if you think
we are work migrants, fine, we're not going to work, we're on
strike. And now the refugee communities for the last three
days have not gone to work, and there's nobody to change
the sheets at the hotels, to wash the dishes in the
restaurants, and to clean the streets of the cities. Instead
these people say we are asylum seekers, we’re here to claim
asylum, and you need to check our applications in a fair and
transparent way that meets international standards. They
very clearly said that in letters to the government, in letters
to the international community, today at a press conference,
and I think that that shows the pivot, the junction where we
are today. What will happen? Will the international community
stand up and pressure Israel to change what's going on, will
the Israeli government see what's going on, will the public
rise up and change the situation? I hope. I really hope – I
think that if Israel could start respecting refugee rights in a
better way, that would be a huge gain for this community who
is suffering so much – and we'll see!

Chris 46:02 Can you tell me a little about, as far as your knowledge, what
the conditions are in Eritrea?

Sarah 46:07 Sure. So Amnesty International has been following what's
been going on in Eritrea now for years, I mean from the
independence movement, from the time it was declared
independent until today, and unfortunately we feel that
Eritrea's human rights record is very deplorable and should be
changed – I mean, the way that I look at Eritrea is that there
is really just no freedom – so what does that mean, it seems
so vague to say to someone there’s no freedom in Eritrea – so
if you look at every right that they could have you could see
what it means. So for example, if I take religion, there's no
freedom of religion in Eritrea, in fact only four religions are
allowed, the rest are banned. So if you are from a banned
religion, for example Pentecostal Christianity or other forms of
Christianity, then you are rounded up and put into prison. But
even if you are from one of the allowed religions which is
Orthodox Christianity, Catholic Christianity, and Lutheran
Christianity as well as Sunni Islam, if you are very devout or
viewed as a leader of these communities you can also be
arrested. So for example, Amnesty International has been
working on the case of Father Antonios who's the head of the
Orthodox community who's in his late 80s who has been in
prison the last couple of years because of his leading of the
church – and so you can be in a banned religion or in a
registered religion and still susceptible to government
persecution because that is viewed as a threat to the power
of the government. If you take political rights, of course
there’s no political freedoms. There's one allowed political
party – the People's Front for Democracy and Justice – the
PFDJ – they control everything, if you are thought of as
another political party, an opposition movement, you can
have your name on a black list, you can be rounded up and
put into prison. And again, even within this one political party,
if you are viewed as a threat to the power of the government
you can also be arrested. For example, on September 19,
2001 most of the members of President Afwerki’s cabinet
were rounded up and arrested and put into prison. So the
members of his own cabinet were also persecuted for voicing
their political opinion. Since the independence of Eritrea,
there hasn't been a single election – it's been the same
president for more than 20 years now. If you take media,
there is no freedom of expression or freedom of the press.
There is a state run TV channel, a state run radio and a state
run newspaper. Any sort of opposition, if you're caught writing
something down on a piece of paper, even if it's nothing



there is no freedom of expression or freedom of the press.
There is a state run TV channel, a state run radio and a state
run newspaper. Any sort of opposition, if you're caught writing
something down on a piece of paper, even if it's nothing
related to anything, you can be rounded up and put into
prison. Again, the same thing goes with freedom of
movement – there are checkpoints between the cities – you
have to have permission from the government in order to
travel. Freedom of assembly – if you'd like to meet with more
than a few people not from your family, you need permission
from the government. But the largest form of control in
Eritrea is through this endless military conscription – if you'd
like to control your citizens, put them in the Army forever!
 And that's exactly what happens. Although conscription is
supposed to be at 18, individuals as young as 14, even
younger sometimes, are taken and conscripted to military
conscription in the Eritrean army. Now what are they doing?
Not everybody is guarding borders, there's no active war right
now – a lot of them are in forced labor in slavery-like
conditions, forced to build the second homes of their
commanders, to work in construction, and agricultural fields,
not for the betterment of the Eritrean people, but rather to
line the pockets of their commanders with money, things that
people view as a sort of corruption within the Eritrean
military. And so people are tired of this, and a lot of people
especially think about it if you are a young 18-year-old
Eritrean man who doesn't understand why he can't go and
see his family and is forced to build a second house of his
commander. You might act out, you might not act out and get
accused of acting out, and then you find again, your name on
a blacklist. So you might be a political opponent or accused of
being a political opponent, you could be from a banned
religion or too popular within a registered religion, you could
be in the state run media and too powerful or thought of as
an opposition media or you could act out in the Eritrean army
and find yourself in Eritrean prison. Now, we have prisons in
Israel – nothing like what's going on in Eritrea. Prisons in
Eritrea are underground containers. They are hot-hot-hot. The
conditions amount to cruel and inhumane degrading
treatment in these prisons. For example I spoke with in
Eritrean who was imprisoned for three years – he told me that
the door to the prison was only opened once every two
weeks, so that they could take out the bodies. This is what we
are talking about. And so I think a lot of people, a lot of
Eritreans, refer to Eritrea has one big prison, like the “North
Korea of Africa.”

Chris 51:11 How can the international community be more present, how
can – it seems like the overall feeling in these camps is,
nobody is paying attention to us – we're all – we're good
people, we have something to offer the world and we're – I
mean, one kid who was maybe even 11 told me…
[Interruption] so it seems the consensus in these refugee
camps, a lot of people are frustrated and they feel like
nobody's paying attention to them, they have something that
offer the world, they're not… You know, they're intelligent
people, they’re able people, and one kid who was maybe 11
years old said to me when I was visiting Mai Ayne, he said
we've been sent to the dust to live here and we're going to
die here – why can't anybody pay attention to us? So how can
the international community be more active in helping people
that are in a situation where in our past, and are ancestor's
past, we've been in the same situation, how can we do more?

Sarah 52:26 Sure – well, I think it's up to the international community to
stay involved in these places. For example, Amnesty
International is calling for quotas of resettlements to be
increased around the world. There refugees in camps across
the world, especially with the Syrian crisis that's going on,
and people need help. So for example, Amnesty would like
different European countries to increase the amount of
refugees that they take from refugee camps and people in the



the world, especially with the Syrian crisis that's going on,
and people need help. So for example, Amnesty would like
different European countries to increase the amount of
refugees that they take from refugee camps and people in the
most vulnerable situations to be able to have a way out. So
we are definitely calling for that. We’re also calling for the
international community to be more involved with stopping
trafficking to ensure that these camps remain secure, and
that people aren't vulnerable to kidnappings to Sinai or to
Libya or to wherever else, and so it's up to the international
community to stay involved in these places, not to forget
people, to support the United Nations, the UNHCR, and other
international agencies that are there on the ground, both
financially and by political will and in other ways, to make
sure that they are allowed to do what they need to do, and to
improve the conditions on the ground.

Chris 53:31 Is there anything that you want to add that we didn't go over,
anything that you can think of?

Sarah 53:35 Ah, I don't know, I think the most for me as someone who's
living in Israel, you got to visit the people right as they're
deciding where to go, and people say there's no hope, and I
think that we need to think also about the destination
countries where people are going, because it's – to me I feel
the same thing here, right, people Eritrea, there's a shoot to
kill policy by the Afwerki government on the Eritrean-Ethiopia
border, so people cross in groups and not everybody made it,
not everybody made it out of the prison in Eritrea, and they
get to Ethiopia, and they're in these camps and there's no
hope, so they finally get the courage to move on, and then
they find themselves in Sinai where they're held for $30,000
for four months, and they are raped continually and tortured
and abused, and then they get to Israel, but not everybody
makes it because the Egyptian military shoots at them if they
cross the border, and then they come here and there in prison
for a year or a few months and they are left off in Tel Aviv in
the park without any social rights, without any work permits
or were government assistance or the ability to be safe, and
they have, again, no hope, so I guess the last thing I'd say to
the international community is: all right, we know the
problems, they’re in are a lot of reports, you can read them
on amnesty international and other organizations – let's get
them that hope that they really need!
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