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FOREWORD
Torture aims to dehumanise survi-
vors through calculated acts of cru-
elty to remove the survivors’ dignity 
and make them powerless. It is a very 
serious human rights violation and an 
international crime. It is also a crime 
under UK national law, no matter 
where the torture was committed. 
Torture is forbidden under all circum-
stances and can never be justified.

As of June 2022, 173 States includ-
ing the UK have ratified the UN 
Convention against Torture, and a 
further four States have signed the 
Convention. Yet, torture continues 
to be used around the world, often 
with impunity. 

In 2001, following increased international recog-
nition for survivor-centred approaches to justice 
and reparation, REDRESS undertook substantive 
research into survivors’ perceptions of reparation. 

That research undertook a multi-sectoral literature 
review of existing evidence on reparations, as well as 
a series of informal interviews with 15 ‘gatekeepers’: 
those who worked directly with survivors of torture 
in medical, legal, or other advisory capacities. 

The research found that, too often, presumptions have 
been made as to what justice and reparation mean 
to survivors of torture. At the same time, the voic-
es, experiences, and perspectives of survivors them-
selves have been left out of conversations around the 
meaning and implementation of justice, reparation, 
and redress. This suggests there may be a significant 
misalignment between ‘justice’ as understood by ex-
isting legal and reparative mechanisms, and survivors’ 
own perceptions of what justice means to them in 

practice. Where misalignment exists, 
there is a significant risk that pursuing 
‘justice’ for survivors can be traumat-
ic and promote ongoing victimisation 
rather than empowerment.

Further research subsequently un-
dertaken by REDRESS with UK-based 
survivors of torture identified the 
challenges they face in the UK, in-
cluding access to services, the asy-
lum-seeking process, and integra-
tion and rehabilitation.

Work by organizations such as RE-
DRESS consistently demonstrates 
that survivors of torture are not a 
homogenous group. Survivors repre-
sent all sections of society and come 

from varying socio-economic backgrounds with dis-
tinct experiences, perspectives, and needs. There 
is no ‘one size fits all’ approach to justice, and it is 
therefore vital that survivors themselves are placed 
at the heart of justice initiatives and reparative pro-
cesses, so that their needs and wishes are prior-
itized, and they are treated with dignity and respect.

This report contributes to addressing these issues 
by initiating a dialogue with survivors of torture on 
what justice means to them in practice, why it is im-
portant, and what the key barriers are to achieving it 
within the UK. Whilst justice itself is a very personal 
and individual endeavour, this report also seeks to 
draw out common views, and equally, key differenc-
es of opinion. For all of us working with survivors of 
torture the perspectives and lessons that flow from 
their voices are a critical opportunity to support ac-
cess to accessible, meaningful, effective and survi-
vor-centred justice and reparations.

Juan E Méndez
Former UN Special 
Rapporteur on torture and 
other cruel, inhuman and 
degrading treatment or 
punishment; Professor of 
Law, American University 
Washington College of Law, 
Patron of REDRESS and 
survivor of torture.
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https://redress.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/01/E.-
June-2001-Torture-Survivors-Perceptions-of-Reparation.pdf
https://redress.org/wpcontent/
uploads/2018/01/RESPONDING-TO-THE-NEEDS-OF.pdf, and REDRESS, Meeting the Needs of Torture Survivors in the UK, October
2009, available at: https://redress.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/01/June-Meeting-the-needs-of-torture-survivors-in-the-UK.pdf
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INTRODUCTION
This report aims to demonstrate the importance 
of putting survivors of torture at the centre of dis-
cussions about the delivery of justice and repara-
tions, recognising that justice to one survivor of 
torture may look entirely different from the per-
spective of another. 

JUSTICE FOR TORTURE 
IN INTERNATIONAL LAW  

International law requires States to provide redress 
to survivors of torture or ill-treatment.1 Article 14 
of the United Nations Convention Against Torture 
requires every State party “to ensure in its legal 
system that the survivor of torture obtains redress 
and has an enforceable right to fair and adequate 
compensation”. This is a dual obligation on States: a 
substantive obligation (to provide reparation) and a 
procedural obligation (to provide an effective route 
to seek a remedy).  

1	 The UN Convention against Torture distinguishes ‘torture’ from ‘ill-treatment’. Ill-treatment is not defined under the Convention 
but generally means any other cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment or punishment which does not necessarily require the 
intentionality and purposefulness of the act or does not reach the level of severity to amount to torture. It is beyond the scope of 
this report to explore this distinction in detail. This report generally refers to ‘torture’ to include both torture and other ill treatment.

2	 UN Committee against Torture, General comment no. 3, 2012: Convention against Torture and Other Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading 
Treatment or Punishment: implementation of article 14 by State parties, 13 December 2012, available at: https://www.refworld.
org/docid/5437cc274.html 

The Committee against Torture defines five forms of 
reparation in relation to torture: restitution, compen-
sation, rehabilitation, satisfaction, and guarantees of 
non-repetition.2 These should be seen as comple-
menting each other, rather than as alternatives.  

Access to justice is a key measure of satisfaction for 
survivors of torture. This right includes access to jus-
tice and fair and impartial proceedings for survivors

The aim of justice as well can be 
a barrier if the objective is set by 
somebody else. If there is a dif-
ferent type of justice to survivors, 
it would be good to understand 
when asking survivors – which 
type of justice are you willing to 
seek? Then more people may be 
able or willing to seek it. 

– Anonymous survivor

Matthew Hedges, who was tortured 
in the UAE in 2018, photographed 
in the Rose Garden at London’s 
Paddington Recreation Park, with 
his wife Daniela Tejada, who 
campaigned for his release.

https://www.refworld.org/docid/5437cc274.html
https://www.refworld.org/docid/5437cc274.html
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of torture.3 It requires the criminalisation of torture in 
domestic law, and providing survivors with avenues 
to seek and obtain redress.4 Perpetrators of torture 
should be either prosecuted or extradited. Crucially, 
States have a duty to investigate cases of torture.  

In addition, mechanisms to seek relief should be 
made known and accessible to survivors of torture.5 

This includes setting up adequate protection mech-
anisms and ensuring that any system to obtain rep-
aration does not deter survivors from making use of 
it (e.g. through excessive fees, or other obstacles).6 
These mechanisms must be non-discriminatory and 
gender-sensitive, and the survivor must have the 
right to participate in the proceedings, which itself 
may contribute to rehabilitation. 

While a detailed explanation of all the possible 
routes to obtain justice is beyond the scope of this 
report,7 the main mechanisms by which UK-based 
survivors of torture may be able to access an effec-
tive remedy are: 

•	 the domestic courts in the State in which the tor-
ture or ill-treatment occurred; 

•	 the relevant regional human rights mechanisms 
(for example, the African Commission on Human 
and Peoples’ Rights, the Inter-American Com-
mission on Human Rights, or the European Court 
of Human Rights); 

3	 UN General Assembly, ‘Resolution adopted by the General Assembly on 16 December 2005’, A/RES/60/147, para 12, available at: 
https://www.ohchr.org/sites/default/files/2021-08/N0549642.pdf 

4	 UN Committee against Torture, General comment no. 3, 2012, para 19 
5	 UN Committee against Torture, General comment no. 3, 2012, paras 23 and 25 
6	 UN Committee against Torture, General comment no. 3, 2012, para 30 
7	 Further information is available using the following links: on international justice mechanisms, see https://redress.org/wp-

content/uploads/2021/07/Training-Module-08-Forum-Choice.pdf; on UN Special Procedures, see https://www.ohchr.org/en/
special-procedures-human-rights-council; on universal jurisdiction, see https://redress.org/universal-jurisdiction/

8	 Monica Luci and Daniela Di Rado, ‘The Special Needs of Victims of Torture or Serious Violence: A Qualitative Research in EU’ (2020) 
18(4)  Journal of Immigrant & Refugee Studies 405-420, available at: https://doi.org/10.1080/15562948.2019.1679938 

9	 Erika Sigvardsdotter and others, ‘Prevalence of torture and other war-related traumatic events in forced migrants: A systematic 
review’ (2016) 26(2) Torture 41-73, available at: https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/27858780/#:~:text=Reported%20prevalence%20
rates%20of%20torture,between%20groups%20of%20forced%20migrants 

•	 one of the UN Treaty Bodies (for example, the 
Committee against Torture, the Human Rights 
Committee, or the Committee on Elimination 
of Discrimination against Women) provided the 
State concerned has accepted the powers of the 
relevant body; 

•	 the UN Special Rapporteur on Torture (or one of 
the other UN Special Procedures); 

•	 by using the concept of ‘Universal jurisdiction’ 
which allows the UK courts in some circumstanc-
es to investigate and prosecute perpetrators of 
torture regardless of where the crime was com-
mitted and the nationality of the perpetrator or 
the survivor. 

THE PREVALENCE OF TORTURE 

Global data on the estimated numbers of survivors of 
torture worldwide or by country does not currently 
exist. Between January 2009 and May 2013, Amnesty 
International received reports of torture in 141 coun-
tries from every region of the world. Academic re-
search into asylum-seeker and refugee populations in 
the EU suggests that between 5% and 35% have suf-
fered from torture or serious violence.8 A systematic 
review of existing evidence on torture in forced mi-
grant populations living in high-income countries es-
timates that torture prevalence varies between 1% to 
as high as 76% amongst certain ethnic groups, with a 
median of 26% prevalence across the entire sample..9 

https://www.ohchr.org/sites/default/files/2021-08/N0549642.pdf
https://redress.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/07/Training-Module-08-Forum-Choice.pdf
https://redress.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/07/Training-Module-08-Forum-Choice.pdf
https://www.ohchr.org/en/special-procedures-human-rights-council
https://www.ohchr.org/en/special-procedures-human-rights-council
https://doi.org/10.1080/15562948.2019.1679938
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/27858780/#:~:text=Reported prevalence rates of torture,between groups of forced migrants
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/27858780/#:~:text=Reported prevalence rates of torture,between groups of forced migrants
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In the UK, as of mid-2021, the UN High Commission-
er for Refugees estimated that there were approxi-
mately 223,000 refugees and people seeking asylum 
in the UK.10 Whilst the UK Home Office does not keep 
data or statistics on the number of asylum claims in-
volving allegations of torture, estimates suggest be-
tween 27% and 44% of refugees and asylum seekers 
in countries like the UK will have experienced tor-
ture.11  This would indicate that the UK is home to 
between 60,210 and 98,120 survivors of torture in 
the refugee population alone. The UK’s Public Ac-
counts Committee reported that by June 2016, more 
than half of Syrian refugees resettled through the 
Vulnerable Persons Relocation Scheme were survi-
vors of torture or violence.12

Within the UK’s asylum-seeking population, Iranians 
have represented the largest number of applicants 
since 2016, with 9,800 asylum applications in 2021 
alone. In the year ending 2021, the top five nation-
alities seeking asylum in the UK were Iran, Eritrea, 
Albania, Iraq and Syria. According to Freedom from 
Torture,13 a UK-based NGO that provides specialist 
psychosocial support to asylum seekers and refugees 
with experience of torture, the highest number of 
referrals to them in 2019 related to individuals with 
experience of torture in Sri Lanka, the Democratic 
Republic of Congo, Iran, Afghanistan, Sudan, Came-
roon, Turkey, Ethiopia, Iraq and Nigeria.  

WHAT DO SURVIVORS 
IN THE UK WANT?  

All of the survivors of torture that were interviewed 
for this report stated without exception that they 
wanted justice for the torture they experienced. 
When asked why justice was important, almost all 

10	UNHCR, ‘Asylum in the UK’, 2022, available at: https://www.unhcr.org/uk/asylum-in-the-uk.html 
11	Daniel Board, Susan Childs, and Richard Boulton, ‘Torture-survivors’ experiences of healthcare services for pain: a qualitative 

study’ (2021) 15(3) British Journal of Pain 291-301, available at: doi:10.1177/2049463720952495
12	House of Commons Public Accounts Committee, The Syrian Vulnerable Persons Resettlement programme (HC 2016-17, 768)
13	Freedom from Torture, Annual Report 2019, available at: https://www.freedomfromtorture.org/sites/default/files/2020-11/

Trustees%27%20Report%202019_Final%20for%20CH_spreads.pdf

emphasised the importance of accountability and 
prevention. For these survivors, seeking justice is 
primarily about ensuring that perpetrators cannot 
torture again, with many survivors saying that they 
had a sense of duty and obligation to seek justice to 
protect others. 

Beyond prevention, survivors also reflected more 
personally on the importance of justice to provide 
acknowledgement and recognition of what hap-
pened to them. Many survivors face anything from 
habitual disbelief to State-run disinformation or 
smear campaigns to discredit them and their testi-
mony. The importance of justice is therefore central 
to ‘set the record straight’ for survivors of torture. 
The process of bringing a complaint to an independ-
ent and respected body, which can hear evidence 
and establish the facts, may itself provide a sense 
of recognition, vindication, and cathartic relief. Sur-
vivors also found the process itself to be important 
for their empowerment, where the act of seeking 
justice can provide a form of rehabilitation through 
recognition, even before a final decision. Interesting-
ly, the role of punishment and retribution was more 
polarising, with some stating that this was important 
to their perception of justice, whilst others stating 
that it was not. 

On the question of what justice looks like, survivors 
predominantly spoke of reparation in the form of 
‘satisfaction’, and thought that accountability and 
truth-seeking were important. However, survi-
vors broadly fell into two groups: those who pre-
ferred to establish the truth through prosecution, 
and those who mainly sought acknowledgement 
through a meaningful apology. This largely re-
flected differences in their circumstances and the 
nature of their cases. Generally, survivors of more 

https://www.unhcr.org/uk/asylum-in-the-uk.html
https://doi.org/10.1177/2049463720952495
https://www.freedomfromtorture.org/sites/default/files/2020-11/Trustees%27 Report 2019_Final for CH_spreads.pdf
https://www.freedomfromtorture.org/sites/default/files/2020-11/Trustees%27 Report 2019_Final for CH_spreads.pdf
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deliberate and systematic State-led forms of tor-
ture felt that there could be no meaningful State-
led form of accountability due to a lack of trust in 
the State where they suffered torture, and instead 
sought prosecution or establishment of the facts 
either at an international level or through available 
domestic mechanisms in the UK. 

Compensation was also important for survivors, 
given the significant challenges that many survivors 
face directly as a result of torture, including health 
and financial problems, often resulting from their ex-
ile and displacement. Notably, many survivors drew 
a distinction between what justice would look like in 
an ideal scenario, and what they expected justice to 
achieve for them in practice. Significantly, compensa-
tion was often secondary to accountability, preven-
tion, and acknowledgement, but some survivors felt 
that States were increasingly using compensation as 
a way to escape more meaningful accountability and 
measures of prevention. 

Rehabilitation was uniformly considered essential 
to survivors, although a number of survivors did not 
view this as part of ‘justice’. This was because they 
recognised that rehabilitation was a significant per-
sonal journey and achievement and wanted to make 
clear this had nothing to do with the perpetrators. 

Not all survivors are able to access justice, due to the 
lack of available mechanisms, and many who were 
able to access justice in some form faced significant 
barriers. For survivors who fled their country of origin 
to seek refuge in the UK, in practical terms, access to 
justice is often dependent on there being access for 
the survivor to one of the international or regional 
justice mechanisms or relies on the UK implement-
ing its powers of universal jurisdiction over alleged 
perpetrators of torture. Other barriers included legal 
fees, the difficulty of obtaining evidence, or the lack 
of information about routes to justice.   

The vast majority of survivors interviewed, including 
both those who have or have not been able to ac-

cess justice in some form, felt that the most signif-
icant barrier to justice is a lack of political will on 
the part of States. Unsurprisingly, this reflects the 
disconnect between the State’s obligation to ensure 
access to justice and the many obstacles that sur-
vivors face in reality. Where domestic mechanisms 
are weak and lack proper due process, survivors just 
rely on regional or international mechanisms. At 
the same time, domestic and international political 
factors lead many survivors to conclude that States, 
including the UK, are unwilling to risk trade or dip-
lomatic fall-out either by championing international 
justice procedures, or by the proactive use of univer-
sal jurisdiction investigations and prosecutions, or 
through human rights sanctions.   

Survivors of torture based in the UK face also a num-
ber of significant challenges in daily life as a direct 
or indirect result of torture. This includes difficulties 
accessing specialist support and services for physical, 
psychosocial and mental health difficulties. Many 
survivors also raised challenges relating to family life, 
where displaced survivors or those who are still ar-
bitrarily detained are unable to reunite with family 
members and loved ones, or where those left be-
hind are also at risk of torture or reprisals. Financial 
challenges were also cited by a majority of survivors, 
who often live in poverty having escaped persecution 
abroad and having left their possessions and assets 
behind. These challenges are exacerbated in many 
cases by the UK’s ‘hostile environment’ policy to-
wards asylum seekers, which prevents survivors from 
seeking work or accessing public funds beyond a 
small weekly allowance. Financial challenges are also 
compounded by difficulties integrating into society, 
where language barriers or stigmatization may pre-
vent survivors from gaining meaningful employment.  

The following sections explore in more detail the 
reasons why survivors consider justice to be impor-
tant and what it means for them, as well as the chal-
lenges they face in accessing justice and redress.  
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SURVIVORS’ 
PERCEPTIONS OF JUSTICE

In presenting survivors’ own perspectives and 
views on the meaning and importance of justice, 
it is essential to stress again that every survivor’s 
priorities and challenges in relation to justice are 
individual and unique, and are each valid in their 
entirety. This report therefore should not be read 
or understood to be giving priority to one per-
spective over another. Instead, it seeks to provide 
greater nuance and contextual understanding of 
the breadth of the differences across survivor per-
spectives on justice, highlighting where there is 
likely to be agreement amongst survivors of tor-
ture, and where forms and elements of justice are 
too individual to be generalised. 

Every survivor interviewed asserted that they want-
ed justice for the torture that they experienced. 

At the time of publication, 13 of the 17 survivor 
participants have sought justice or entered judicial 
proceedings. Of this number, five participants are 
currently in ongoing judicial proceedings, six partic-
ipants have received a judicial decision or judgment 
and are awaiting implementation of the judgment or 
decision, and two participants have completed their 
legal process entirely. 

A number of participants remarked on the substantial 
delays that survivors face in accessing or undertaking 
judicial proceedings, particularly at regional human 
rights courts including the Inter-American Commis-
sion on Human Rights or the European Court of Hu-
man Rights. For example, Olivier Acuña has been wait-
ing almost 17 years for his case before the Inter-Amer-
ican Commission on Human Rights to be decided.

Nasrin Parvaz, who was tortured in Iran, 
photographed beside her writings and 
painting materials at her home in London.
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Where survivors have been willing and able to seek 
justice, it is important to note that completed actions 
include both positive and negative legal outcomes 
for survivors, and the completion of the legal process 
does not necessarily mean that justice has been at-
tained for survivors of torture.  Several participants 
have received positive case outcomes, for example, 
Magdulein Abaida received a positive legal outcome 
from the Committee on the Elimination of Discrimina-
tion Against Women for the torture suffered in Libya.

Whilst 13 participants have started legal proceed-
ings or sought justice in some other way, four par-
ticipants have not sought any form of justice for the 
torture they suffered. The predominant reason for 
this is a lack of formal legal mechanisms available for 
survivors to pursue justice against torturers and the 
responsible States. One participant, Nasrin Parvaz, 
contacted REDRESS in 2001 to seek justice for the 
torture she experienced at the hands of the Iranian 
regime. In the absence of any formal legal mecha-
nism at the international or regional level to pursue 
justice against Iran, Nasrin was warned that seeking 

justice against Iran would be a long process without 
any likely positive outcome, and she decided not to 
pursue justice in these circumstances. Difficulties of 
pursuing justice are also compounded where there 
is no independent judiciary in the domestic context 
where the torture took place, and where power is 
concentrated in a ruling elite. Three survivors also 
felt that in cases such as Iran or Bahrain where tor-
ture is systemic, pursuing justice against certain in-
dividuals (as opposed to the State itself) would be 
meaningless without targeting the entire system of 
government or removing them from power. 

Power is entirely in the hands of 
the ruling family. You aren’t in a 
position to bring a claim against 
officials for wrong acts that have 
been done. 

– Jawad Fairooz

Awaiting implementation

12%
24%

29%

35% Action is complete

No case brought

Proceedings ongoing

Where participants are situated in the justice cycle
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After the fall of Gaddafi, Magdulein campaigned for 
women’s rights. Not long after, she was abducted 
in the Libyan city of Benghazi by five men belong-
ing to a militia group affiliated to the Libyan govern-
ment. Over five days, she received threats, insults, 
and physical beatings at different compounds run by 
the government and the militia. After her release, 
she continued to be harassed and received multiple 
death threats. Fearing for her life, she was forced to 
flee Libya and sought asylum in the UK.

In 2013, REDRESS filed a complaint with the Libyan 
authorities, urging him to investigate this incident, but 
an investigation was never initiated. REDRESS then 
submitted her case before the UN Committee on the 
Elimination of Discrimination Against Women, the 
UN body that monitors implementation of the main 
global treaty on women’s rights. Magdulein sought a 

formal apology from Libya, but also wider institutional 
reforms to prevent future violations of women’s rights. 

On 7 April 2021, the Committee issued a decision 
stating that Libya had violated Magdulein’s rights 
by failing to investigate and prosecute her arbitrary 
arrest and torture. Libya was ordered to provide 
Magdulein with reparation and to adopt wide-rang-
ing measures to address gender-based violence and 
discrimination against women committed by public 
officials and non-State actors in Libya.

This was the first decision from the Committee which 
dealt with gender-based violence committed against 
a human rights defender, and the first response to an 
individual complaint from the Middle East and North 
Africa region. However, Libya has yet to implement 
the recommendations made.

MAGDULEIN ABAIDA

Magdulein Abaida (wearing a red 
handkerchief) photographed during 

a protest for women’s rights in Libya 
(© Courtesy Magdulein Abaida).



11

Another anonymous survivor remarked on the de-
lays that survivors face in pursuing justice without 
tangible outcomes, noting that the decision to pur-
sue justice is often a very long and painful process 
requiring substantial energy and courage. Although 
pursuing justice could bring peace of mind and a 
sense of accountability, it could also open a wound 
that survivors would rather choose to leave un-
touched. One anonymous survivor remarked that 
substantial delays in justice processes or accessing 
reparations even once a judgment has been secured, 
made them question whether seeking justice was 
worth it, noting that often in international criminal 
justice processes, the perpetrator is dead before a 
verdict can be reached after a full investigation is 
carried out. An example was given of Slobodan Mi-
losevic, who suffered a heart attack and died in his 
prison cell four years into his trial before the Inter-
national Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia.

It isn’t easy to do this, to go and 
push for justice, as all it does is ex-
tend that pain and suffering. You 
can’t move on as it’s always there. 
There must be an acknowledge-
ment that this raises the stakes for 
the survivors and their families. 
You want the case to be taken as 
seriously as possible.

– Matthew Hedges

Survivors who were willing and able to pursue justice 
were also asked which mechanisms they had used 
to do so. Nine survivors had filed claims in domes-
tic courts in the State where the torture had taken 
place, often as part of a requirement by internation-
al or regional human rights mechanisms to ‘exhaust 
domestic remedies’ prior to filing a claim before a 
regional or international body. 

Seven participants in total had made submissions to 
the UN Special Procedures mechanisms through the 

UN Special Rapporteur on Torture (four applicants), 
the UN Working Group on Arbitrary Detention (two 
participants), and one to the UN Special Rapporteur 
on Iran. A further four complaints were made by 
survivors to the Inter-American Commission on Hu-
man Rights which has jurisdiction over human rights 
violations occurring in 24 States across the Ameri-
cas. Three survivors were pursuing claims for justice 
through UK domestic mechanisms including the UK 
Parliamentary Ombudsman (regarding the UK Gov-
ernment’s use of consular or diplomatic protection), 
and ‘universal jurisdiction’ through police investiga-
tions/prosecutions. One survivor, Magdulein Abaida, 
had successfully pursued a claim through the Com-
mittee on the Elimination of Discrimination Against 
Women, a UN Treaty Body.

WHY ‘JUSTICE’ IS IMPORTANT 
TO SURVIVORS OF TORTURE

Accountability and prevention

Almost all of the survivors reflected that the primary 
aim for seeking justice was to secure accountability 
for the torture that they had experienced. 

I want to get accountability. I do 
want the guys who did the bad 
stuff to be held accountable so 
that there is a disincentive for 
them to do it to others.

– Richard Ratcliffe

Significantly, these survivors all emphasized that the 
importance of justice and accountability was not only 
personal to them, but was also important to ensure 
through deterrence and prevention that others would 
not face the same treatment at the hands of the per-
petrators. A number of survivors therefore view jus-
tice as a means of raising awareness of abuses being 
committed against individuals or groups and avoiding 
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Jagtar Singh Johal is a UK national  who was hooded 
and seized by plainclothes Indian police officers from 
a street in Punjab on 4 November 2017 while he was 
in India to get married.  

Jagtar alleges that he was tortured during the early 
days of his detention by having electric shocks ad-
ministered to his ears, nipples and genitals, having 
his limbs forced into painful positions, and that he 
suffered sleep deprivation and death threats. Howev-
er, India has yet to provide him with an independent 
medical examination despite repeated requests by his 
lawyers, and has taken no steps to investigate the seri-
ous allegations of torture, as far as REDRESS is aware. 

On December 2017, REDRESS and Ensaaf submitted 
an urgent appeal to the UN Special Rapporteur on 
Torture, urging him to call on the Indian government 

to ensure that Jagtar was protected from torture and 
ill treatment, that the allegations of torture were in-
vestigated, and that he was provided with medical 
treatment and legal counsel.  

More than four years after his arrest, Jagtar remains 
in pre-trial detention. He faces a possible death sen-
tence, with the primary evidence against him being 
a supposed ‘confession’ extracted under torture. 
Following submissions by Advocate Ximena Ven-
goechea and Reprieve, the UN Working Group on 
Arbitrary Detention decided in May 2022 that India 
had tortured Jagtar, that his detention in India is ar-
bitrary, and called on India to release him.  

While the UK government promised “extreme ac-
tion” in Jagtar’s case in 2017, it has failed to live up 
to this commitment.

JAGTAR SINGH JOHAL

Left, Gurpreet Johal, brother of Jagtar Singh Johal, 
photographed at a rally in Trafalgar Square to mark 
the 38th Anniversary of Operation Blue Star. Right, 

Jagtar Singh Johal on the day of his wedding in India 
(© Free Jaggi campaign).
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their repetition against others in the future. For Olivi-
er Acuña, seeking justice through the Inter-American 
Commission on Human Rights allows him to call at-
tention to the lack of press freedom in Mexico, “and 
to see what can be done to help journalists in Mexi-
co…If I obtain justice, it will open an avenue for oth-
ers who have been tortured to seek and obtain justice 
as well.” Equally, Nick Tuffney remarked “even when 
I was chained to my hospital bed, the embassy staff 
didn’t even bring this up to the officials. Where they 
are lacking, there is no voice. Nobody is standing up 
for people’s integrity and rights.”

To me, justice is to ensure that 
what I experienced should not 
happen to any human being. What 
saddens me the most is seeing 
others continue to go through this. 
I will continue to do whatever is in 
my power to assist them to seek 
justice. It’s a journey for myself, 
but also a journey that I will take 
to help others.

– Sayed Ahmed Alwadaei

Within the theme of accountability and prevention, 
survivors also spoke about a duty they felt to seek 
justice on behalf of others who are or may experi-
ence the same treatment at the hands of the per-
petrators if they did nothing. This was paramount 
where survivors felt a sense of luck or good fortune, 
either for having survived their ordeal, or in their ac-
cess to legal assistance through adequate financial 
assistance or support. For example, Matthew Hedg-
es, who suffered torture in the United Arab Emirates, 
reflected on his luck in having been able to secure 
all of the money and legal assistance he needed to 
bring a legal claim against his torturers.

Fundamentally, because of the 
luck and support I have from the 

law firm, I have the ability to do 
this where lots of others don’t. It’s 
also about doing it for the princi-
ple. They will be able to get away 
with it without accountability or 
punishment if I don’t do this. It’s 
important to me to do what I can.

– Matthew Hedges

The obligation to seek justice on behalf of other survi-
vors of torture also reflected a feeling by some survi-
vors that seeking justice would not change what had 
happened to them. Gurpreet Johal, the brother of 
Jagtar Singh Johal who has been arbitrarily detained 
and tortured in India, noted that “what has happened 
to him will not change, it’s more about prevention 
than anything – preventing this happening to others.”

Acknowledgement and recognition

Another strong theme that emerged from survivors’ 
testimonies was the central and underlying impor-
tance of acknowledgement and recognition that is 
embodied in the concept of ‘justice’. Many survivors 
mentioned the recurring challenge of being habitually 
disbelieved or having their stories or testimonies chal-
lenged or undermined by the powerful regimes or 
governments that tortured them. A central element 
of justice for survivors is therefore the recognition 
that a judgment or decision acknowledges that tor-
ture has occurred, that it was a crime and morally rep-
rehensible, and that the survivor has been believed. 

I couldn’t go on with my life know-
ing that I don’t have any recogni-
tion. Recognition that something 
wrong has happened and that the 
perpetrators go through the right 
channels through the justice sys-
tem and receive what they deserve.

– Magdulein Abaida
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Nazanin Zaghari-Ratcliffe is a British-Iranian dual na-
tional who was arbitrarily detained in Iran between 
April 2016 and March 2022 and subjected to torture. 
Prior to her arrest, she was living in the UK with her 
husband, Richard and their baby daughter, Gabriella.

On 3 April 2016, Nazanin was arrested at Tehran airport 
by the Iran’s Revolutionary Guard after visiting her fam-
ily in Iran. After a secret and unfair trial in August 2016, 
Nazanin was sentenced to five years in prison on un-
specified charges relating to national security. Her legal 
counsel only had access to her a day before the court 
session, and was only given five minutes to defend her. 

During her detention, Nazanin was held in inhuman 
conditions in cells measuring 1.5m by 2m, and with-
out windows, natural air or light. She also spent eight 
and a half months in solitary confinement. The Iranian 
authorities placed significant psychological pressure 
on her and made threats to her family. Her treat-
ment severely impacted both her physical and mental 
health, but she was often denied medical treatment.

REDRESS brought Nazanin’s case before UN bodies 
and pressed the UK Foreign, Commonwealth and De-
velopment Office to assert diplomatic protection on 
her behalf, which they did in 2019.

In 2020, Nazanin was placed under house arrest in 
response to the Covid-19 pandemic. However, she re-
mained extremely isolated and had to wear an ankle 
tag. Although Nazanin’s five-year imprisonment sen-
tence ended on 7 March 2021, she was convicted on 
26 April 2021 after a second trial on the unfounded 
charge of “spreading propaganda against the regime”, 
and was sentenced to a further one-year prison sen-
tence and travel ban.

There were clear indications that Nazanin was held 
as diplomatic leverage by Iran against the UK govern-
ment due to an unpaid debt from a 1970s arms deal. 
However, this was denied by the UK. On 16 March 
2022, Nazanin was allowed to return to the UK. At the 
time of her release, the UK had paid their debt to Iran.

NAZANIN 
ZAGHARI-RATCLIFFE

Richard Ratcliffe pictured with his daughter 
Gabriella, when he was campaigning for the 
release of his wife Nazanin Zaghari-Ratcliffe 
(© Alamy Stock Photo).
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Rahima Mahmut, UK Director of the World Uyghur 
Congress, said: “Disinformation campaigns have 
been led by the [Chinese] government, even after 
the survivors gave evidence in the US Congress and 
at the Uyghur tribunal. The Chinese government re-
leased videos of their relatives condemning them, 
branding them as liars. This was very traumatic for 
people who have already suffered so much. I think 
that is extremely hurtful and painful for the survivors. 
The comfort that they get is that every time they are 
believed, they feel that there are people listening to 
them and believing them, even though the Chinese 
government and its propaganda machine is so pow-
erful. A lot of time people ask us ‘really, are you sure, 
did it really happen?’ This makes them very angry.”

For some survivors, the importance of recognition 
and acknowledgement is paramount to attaining a 
sense of justice. The central element of justice here 
is a meaningful apology and recognition of wrong-
doing by the State concerned, which would provide 
survivors with a sense of peace or hope that mis-
takes would be rectified and were unlikely to be re-
peated in other cases. For Matthew Hedges, ‘justice’ 
would ideally involve an acknowledgement that mis-
takes were made in his treatment and torture. How-
ever, survivors also raised significant scepticism as to 
whether any recognition of wrongdoing and a corre-
sponding apology by the State would be sincere, and 
that this was therefore an idealistic outcome that 
many survivors were pessimistic about achieving.

For other survivors, the importance of recognition 
and acknowledgement to justice also involved es-
tablishing the truth of what happened through an 
investigation. Two anonymous family members re-
flected that, as well as recognising the importance 
of an investigation into the facts, “it would be nice 
to feel that they had been fair to us. We have had 
nothing at all from the Venezuelan government to 
say that we’re sorry, it should never have happened, 
and it won’t happen again.” A reluctance on the 
part of the State to effectively establish the facts of 
what happened through a meaningful investigation 

is therefore likely to undermine justice for survivors, 
particularly where the facts are unclear.

Getting recognised what hap-
pened to us is a key part of it. This 
includes acknowledging the bad 
stuff that happened and the extent 
of its severity, but also understand-
ing its rhythm and logic. A big part 
for us in the battle against injustice 
was recognition and understand-
ing of the dynamics of abuse. Aside 
from the obvious solitary confine-
ment and prison sentence, it’s how 
access to Gabriella or her welfare 
was used against Nazanin. That 
recognition is central for making 
sure that those participants in the 
abuses are all held accountable. 
It’s easy to see the abuse for those 
doing a recognisable bad role, like 
the interrogators, but for us there 
was a series of wider actors in-
volved in the structures of abuse. 
To get justice, we need to under-
stand how this is all integrated. 
Recognising the patterns of abuse 
is the starting point.

– Richard Ratcliffe

Furthermore, one survivor, Nasrin Parvaz, emphasized 
that justice should involve public acknowledgement 
and recognition of the torture and other grave viola-
tions that she and many of her friends have suffered.

They executed my friends. When 
they took my friends to be execut-
ed at noon, in the evening I heard 
the sounds of the executions. Some 
of my friends counted the number 
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of bullets, so we knew that night 
that 80 people were killed. I want 
people around the world to know 
about these things.

– Nasrin Parvaz

Survivor empowerment and agency

Five survivors also spoke of the importance of ‘jus-
tice’ in their re-empowerment, sense of agency, and 
rehabilitation efforts more broadly.

For Tawanda Muchehiwa, a Zimbabwean survivor 
of torture and abduction, attaining ‘justice’ would 
provide him with a sense of peace and confidence 
in his own country. Tawanda notes that “since the 
abduction, I have been suffering not only physically 
but psychologically, I believe that justice would mean 
that I no longer need to live in fear of my government 
thus reducing the effects of post-traumatic stress dis-
order in me.” Attaining justice is likely to have impor-
tant physical and mental health benefits to survivors 
of torture beyond its conceptual desirability and 
should be seen and understood as significant to the 
process of rehabilitation itself.

[Justice] means having an impor-
tant role in the fight against torture, 
or leaving a legacy which later will 
be looked on as regardless of the 
suffering I have been through - I 
have come out of that even strong-
er, and touched quite a wide group 
of people otherwise. My own justice 
would be not to allow my experience 
to define me and push me through 
a door which is too small for me to 
fit in. I have built a bigger door for 
myself which allows me to enter 
and to come out the way I wish.

– Anonymous survivor

For other survivors, fighting or campaigning for jus-
tice personally and on behalf of other survivors in it-
self can provide a meaningful form of justice as survi-
vors actively challenge and reject ‘victim’ narratives 
by using their experiences to seek positive change. 
For example, Sayed Ahmed Alwadei has continued 
his activism as the Director of Advocacy at Bahrain 
Institute for Human Rights and Democracy. Similarly, 
one anonymous survivor reflected on their ability to 
impact a wide group of people through their cam-
paigning and activism work.

Punishment and retribution

Only three participants raised punishment as an 
important element of justice to them. Notably, all 
three survivors expressing a desire for punishment 
had suffered torture at the hands of regimes where 
torture and other human rights violations are both 
systemic and endemic in nature, including Iran.  

One anonymous survivor shared that they still felt sig-
nificant anger at the regime that had tortured them 
and many others, and that whilst they understood 
that other survivors may eventually find peace or 
‘move beyond’ a stage of anger, they were not at that 
point in their journey. They further remarked that 
they would like to see the perpetrators go through 
what they went through. The only form of justice that 
would be satisfactory for some participants would be 
the total removal of that regime from power. 

In contrast, two survivors stated that they did not 
seek punishment as a form of justice. Jawad Fairooz, 
a former Bahraini MP who was tortured and made 
stateless by Bahrain, feels that an apology and recog-
nition that mistakes were made would be a sufficient 
form of justice, and that he does not need any type 
of punishment. Another anonymous survivor noted 
that their relationship with ‘justice’ had entered dif-
ferent phases over time, and that their initial reac-
tion to their treatment had been extreme anger and 
a desire for justice in the form of punishment, “if I 
could have put that person in the same treatment 
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it would have been justice to me”. However, their 
perspective on this shifted following rehabilitation 
treatment, and now focuses on ensuring that others 
do not face the same treatment. 

WHAT ‘JUSTICE’ MEANS 
FOR SURVIVORS OF TORTURE

I want justice and I want it bad, but 
I know that nobody who has the 
power to bring those perpetrators 
to justice for me, they don’t sup-
port me.

– Anonymous survivor

When participant survivors were asked to say in their 
own words what justice would look like to them, 
many chose to distinguish between what justice 
would look like to them in an ideal world, and the 
justice that they felt they were more likely to attain. 
For many survivors, this reflects a reality that justice 
feels predominantly unattainable, and that in order 
to obtain some sense of justice, significant compro-
mises are made by survivors in their expectations of 
what it might deliver. To illustrate, one anonymous 
survivor acknowledged that the Head of State where 
she had been tortured would not be brought to court 
to answer for his systematic abuses including torture, 
and that he – along with many other dictators and 
human rights abusers – are essentially protected by 
international trade and economic considerations and 
diplomatic agreements or conventions – at the direct 
expense of survivors’ rights to justice and reparation. 

Restitution 

For five survivors, issues of protection and safety 
were central to their idea of justice. For these sur-
vivors, protection was personal and related to their 
ongoing fears of persecution by perpetrators who 
have not yet been held accountable for their crimes. 
For example, Tawanda Muchehiwa reflected that 

justice would include the Presidential spokesperson 
and the Minister of Human Affairs retracting threats 
made against him. Another anonymous participant 
stated that justice to them would mean that they no 
longer had to live in fear or continuously look over 
their shoulder (even here in the UK), and would al-
low them to travel again with greater confidence. 

Two survivors also raised the issue of protection 
specifically in relation to the right to asylum in the 
UK. Where threats of torture or persecution in the 
country of origin are ongoing, survivors shared the 
aspiration that protection through asylum or refugee 
status in the UK is also perceived as a form of justice, 
although obviously different from pursuing accounta-
bility mechanisms. Equally, survivors raised the issue 
that the understanding of asylum status as a form of 
protection was often undermined by the UK govern-
ment’s willingness to welcome alleged torturers and 
representatives of the regimes that enable them.

For a majority of survivors, the question of resto-
ration of liberty was not now relevant to them, as 
many had already been released from detention in 
order to seek asylum and refuge in the UK. However, 
all survivors noted that restoration of liberty is an es-
sential priority for those in detention. 

Changes to domestic court rulings

Most survivors felt that changes to domestic court 
rulings affecting them in the country in which the tor-
ture took place would be ‘very important’ to them. 

For some survivors, the need to amend earlier, un-
safe or problematic court rulings reflects wider 
systemic problems in States that carry out torture, 
including a lack of independent judiciary or the use 
of so-called ‘kangaroo courts’ which legitimise or 
overwrite these practices. For example, the impor-
tance of overturning judicial proceedings was noted 
as an absolute priority for Jagtar Singh Johal, where 
the Indian courts have utilised inadmissible evidence 
obtained under torture to try to convict him.
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Many survivors equally felt that the original court 
rulings against them were either so corrupt that they 
could not be viewed as judicial at all, or otherwise that 
without significant political and democratic reform in 
these regimes, changes to such judgments were un-
likely to have a substantive impact on survivors’ per-
ceptions of whether justice had been attained.

Going back to court and getting a 
fair ruling in Iran? This will matter 
more to Nazanin than to me as she 
has grown up in that system, so it 
means more to her, and as a con-
victed criminal now she cannot go 
back to Iran. For me, it was always 
more important to highlight that 
the Revolutionary Court is not a 
proper court system. The security 
system has corrupted and co-opt-
ed it to give their agendas a judi-
cial veneer of legitimacy. For me, 
challenging the status of Iranian 
rulings under UK law matters, as 
formally the UK currently recog-
nizes Nazanin’s convictions despite 
its rhetoric of condemnation. But 
the Iranian court system is a lost 
cause, and not worth the effort.

– Richard Ratcliffe

Compensation

I lost everything economically and 
financially, and even my family at 
one point. My priority was that I de-
served compensation for everything 
done to me and to seek some way to 
recover what I had lost.

– Olivier Acuña

Seven survivors raised the importance of compen-
sation as a necessary form of reparation. A number 
of survivors, including Tawanda Muchehiwa, spoke 
of the need for financial compensation for ongoing 
medical expenses to redress the impact of torture on 
their mental and physical health. 

It would mean compensating me 
financially for all the medical ex-
penses, for the abuse, violations of 
my freedoms... My life will never be 
the same.

– Tawanda Muchehiwa

Many survivors interviewed had fled further torture 
and persecution in their home country, leading them to 
seek refuge and asylum status in the UK. Two survivors 
in particular, Jawad Fairooz and Sayed Ahmed Alwa-
daei, had been forcibly exiled from Bahrain following 
their detention and torture, rendering Sayed stateless. 
Each of these survivors raised the significant challenges 
that displacement and exile had placed on them finan-
cially and economically in leaving behind their lives and 
families in order to seek safety. For María Elena Klug, 
who was exiled from Chile at the age of 17 along with 
her father and family, financial compensation would 
help to reflect the reduced life opportunities that she 
and her family suffered through the displacement, and 
the impact of torture on the wider family as survivors 
in their own right, with their own sets of challenges. 
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María Elena Klug is the eldest daughter of the late 
Leopoldo García Lucero, a survivor of torture under 
the Pinochet regime in Chile.

In 1973, after the democratically-elected President 
Salvador Allende was overthrown by General Augus-
to Pinochet in a military coup, Leopoldo, an Allende 
supporter, was arrested. He was held for 635 days 
in the National Stadium and other concentration 
camps, where he was tortured. Leopoldo was se-
verely beaten, burned, subjected to electric shocks 
and death threats against him and his family, and 
other methods of torture.

Due to the torture he faced, Leopoldo lost most of 
his teeth, his face was disfigured and his spine and 
one of his arms was severely damaged, rendering 
him permanently disabled. In 1975, he and his fami-

ly were expelled from Chile by a presidential decree. 
Together with his family, he fled Chile and was forced 
to live in exile in the UK.

On 20 March 2013, after 40 years, Leopoldo’s case 
was heard by the Inter-American Court of Human 
Rights in a case brought by REDRESS. 

On 28 August 2013, the Inter-American Court issued 
a landmark judgment, upholding the right of Chilean 
torture survivors in exile to justice and reparation. It 
ordered Chile to pay Leopoldo £20,000 in compensa-
tion for the lack of justice in his case and to finalise a 
criminal investigation into his torture. Leopoldo also 
received an apology from the Chilean government 
and payment for medical treatment he received in 
the UK. However, even now, no-one has ever been 
prosecuted and punished for his torture.

MARÍA ELENA KLUG

María Elena Klug and Elena García, 
respectively, the daughter and wife of the 

late Leopoldo García Lucero, photographed 
beside a portrait photo of Leopoldo.
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My life was completely uprooted 
and totally disrupted; I don’t know 
what would have been if I had con-
tinued living in Chile. Perhaps I 
would have had a career. Coming 
to this country was a huge upheaval 
for all of us. It was a double-edged 
sword; we were grateful that dad 
was alive and that we were here 
with this opportunity, but at the 
same time, most people have plans 
for the future. We lost this. … Only 
dad got compensation for the tor-
ture. We only got recognition for my 
mother, myself, and my sisters that 
we were also victims and suffered.

– María Elena Klug

In contrast to compensation for financial losses, sur-
vivors were marginally more supportive of compen-
sation for suffering and distress, or ‘moral damages’, 
arising out of their experience of torture. 

For Matthew Hedges, compensation for suffering 
and distress was more important than compensa-
tion for financial losses as it would remedy and re-
flect pain that had been intentionally caused by the 
perpetrators.

A significant majority of survivors were not in favour 
or less in favour of seeking compensation or damages 
directly from the perpetrators themselves, rather than 
from the State. Unsurprisingly, this reflects both the 
legal and practical realities of torture, where the State 
is almost always the entity legally responsible for the 
torture, either through its officials who have perpe-
trated the torture or through acquiescence or consent 
to the practice. A number of survivors therefore didn’t 
differentiate between the State and perpetrator.

The whole system is the perpetra-
tor. Not just that individual person. 
The perpetrator has to pay, but if 
it is the person who tortured me, 
you won’t find that person. I am not 
looking for this. The government 
can sacrifice that individual as the 
torturer and scapegoat them – say 
it was that person, not us.

– Anonymous survivor

On the other hand, where survivors did recognise a 
difference between the direct perpetrator and those 
in command, some survivors felt that it was either 
impractical to target the direct perpetrators who 
were unlikely to have many financial assets or were 
unidentifiable, or that it would support governmental 
scapegoating on the issue of torture. Some survivors 
therefore felt that it was the proper place of the State 
itself to pay compensation to survivors of torture.

The perpetrator would have been 
the person that actually carried 
out the torture. If we are just point-
ing to one person who carried it 
out, and not the people at the top, 
this is less important. I would in 
one way like them to pay for it, I 
know they had orders, but did they 
not have any empathy or humanity 
towards what was happening?

– María Elena Klug

One anonymous survivor raised the problem of ask-
ing a current State government to pay compensation 
to survivors of torture for the acts of a former re-
gime, and suggested that in certain circumstances, 
including where significant corruption has been in-
volved, it would be more just to compensate survi-
vors out of the assets of the former dictator.



21

Whilst compensation alone as a singular form of 
reparation is considered insufficient for survivors by 
international standards, a number of participants 
noted that compensation was viewed as the only 
realistic or likely form of reparation that could be 
expected by survivors of torture. One survivor, Mat-
thew Hedges, raised the issue that compensation 
may essentially be offered by States to survivors as 
a way of avoiding more substantive forms of justice, 
accountability or recognition of wrongdoing, par-
ticularly where compensation is offered to a survivor 
as part of the negotiated settlement of a legal claim. 

What will probably end up hap-
pening is reaching an out of court 
settlement. I want to raise the is-
sue as loudly as possible, so that 
afterwards you won’t be able to 
do the same thing again to others. 
Financial compensation is a like-
ly scenario. If it goes far enough 
in court as no government wants 
to be put through the mud public-
ly, they will look for a way to shut 
it down. This is what will probably 
happen eventually, but it’s about 
making it count.

– Matthew Hedges

Matthew’s testimony on the weaponization of com-
pensation by States to avoid accountability is also 
reflected in the views of Dr Brock Chisholm, who 
noted that in his substantial experience of assisting 
over 1000 survivors of torture a year in the course 
of his work as a clinical psychologist, survivors pri-
oritise criminal accountability or prosecution of the 
perpetrators, followed by economic reparations. Dr 
Chisholm noted that whilst the vast majority of survi-
vors seek an admission of wrongdoing, the majority 
are also facing dire economic circumstances, and of-
ten feel that prosecutions and accountability are un-
likely. Financial compensation is thus often held out 

by survivors as a more realistic prospect. Dr Brock 
Chisholm said: “Everyone would prefer accountabil-
ity, but this is not a reality and what is left is essen-
tially the money. Very rarely will you get an apology.”

On the other hand, Dr Chisolm also highlighted the 
difficulties that survivors face in seeking financial 
compensation where media and political narratives 
portray them and their lawyers in particular as ‘tank 
chasers’ in order to diminish their legal claims. Sur-
vivors who choose to pursue compensation claims 
are therefore likely at risk of re-victimisation where 
harmful and negative public perceptions intersect 
with the substantial need for survivors of torture 
to be believed in their testimony and experiences. 
This potentially risks survivors themselves seeking to 
forego their legal rights to compensation as a form 
of reparation in order to meet public perceptions of 
an ‘ideal survivor’.

Rehabilitation

My life will never be the same. A 
huge gap of it was stolen by my 
perpetrators, I need that restored 
in some ways.

– Tawanda Muchehiwa

Only one survivor specifically raised the impor-
tance of rehabilitation, when asked about what 
justice meant to them. In contrast, when survivors 
were asked to rate how important specific forms 
of justice were to them, a significant majority of 
survivors ranked rehabilitation in terms of access 
to medical treatment or medication as very impor-
tant, while the remaining survivors ranked rehabili-
tation as important. 

A number of survivors emphasized that rehabilita-
tion, including treatment and medication to deal 
with the physical and psychological impacts of tor-
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Olivier Acuña is a Mexican journalist who was tor-
tured by police officers in Mexico in 2006 and impris-
oned for two years for a crime he did not commit. 
During his career, he had published articles exposing 
corrupt authorities and their links to organised crime.

As a result of his work, Olivier was threatened by 
both criminal gangs and the authorities. In 2006, he 
was arbitrarily detained and tortured for 16 hours 
by the police. He was subjected to waterboarding, 
suffocation, and beatings, and was forced to sign a 
confession which was used to convict him of a crime 
that he did not commit.

After two years in prison, Olivier was eventually 
cleared of all charges and released. However, the 
threats did not stop, and this forced him into exile in 
the UK, separated from his family. He eventually lost 
his home and all his possessions.

Nobody has ever been arrested or punished for the 
crimes committed against Olivier.

In 2015, REDRESS took up Olivier’s case against Mex-
ico before the Inter-American Commission on Hu-
man Rights. His case is currently pending before the 
Commission.

OLIVIER ACUÑA

Mexican journalist Olivier Acuña 
photographed with his wife, Karina 

Carrillo, at Vauxhall Park during a 
visit to London.
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ture, is essential to allowing survivors to rebuild their 
lives and move forwards. However, some survivors 
also emphasized that they did not view rehabilita-
tion as ‘justice’. 

I see this as separate to justice. 
I see this as myself being able to 
stand up again. It is me who has to 
put all the misery behind me. This 
is another journey to be able to get 
over what happened and to make 
peace. I cannot let them take that 
credit. It doesn’t serve as justice 
for me.

– Anonymous survivor

For these survivors, rehabilitation reflected survi-
vors’ own courage, resilience and hard work in learn-
ing to move on from torture and rebuild their lives. 
Rehabilitation was therefore something that survi-
vors often had to attain for themselves, particularly 
given difficulties encountered by a number of them 
in accessing rehabilitation in the UK. Whilst some 
survivors have been successful in receiving treat-
ment, rehabilitation facilities and services are wide-
ly under-resourced across the UK, leaving charities 
such as Freedom from Torture and others to fill the 
gap where possible. 

In Olivier Acuña’s case, the NHS initially prescribed 
medication for post-traumatic stress disorder and 
advised Olivier to seek specialist support, but ap-
pointments were very difficult to obtain. Olivier was 
eventually supported by Article 19, a charity support-
ing freedom of expression, who financed 12 sessions 
with a psychologist, and subsequently by his own 
employer, who provided psychotherapy services in-
cluding Rational Emotive Behaviour Therapy (REBT) 
and Eye Movement Desensitization and Reprocess-
ing (EMDR). Olivier credits the latter with turning his 
life around over the course of three months.

Families of survivors also struggle to access any psy-
chosocial support despite their own vicarious trau-
mas, and the significant roles that they play in sup-
porting survivors of torture once they return home. 

Sharing your story in public

Survivors were asked to rate how important ‘sharing 
their story in public’ was to them as a form of justice, 
and they expressed a very wide range of feelings on 
this issue.

For some survivors, including Gurpreet Johal, sharing 
Jagtar’s story has been invaluable in highlighting the 
injustices that Jagtar and others are still being sub-
jected to. For Richard Ratcliffe, telling his and Naz-
anin’s story has had a therapeutic aspect which he 
believes can help survivors of torture – and their fam-
ilies – channel their anger. Nick Tuffney also said that 
sharing his own story through recording and report-
ing on his experiences of torture in Panamanian pris-
ons has supported both his own mental healing and 
has helped to raise public awareness of these issues.

I think this is part of helping you 
to move on. It’s has been chap-
ter of our lives, which we lay out, 
but which can help us move on to 
other things. It can help us lay it 
to rest. The campaigning the past 
six years helped me get the injus-
tice off my chest because I talked 
about it regularly, and I was less 
bitter because of this. It is a part 
of justice as well as setting the re-
cord straight to tell your story...
We don’t want this experience to 
define our lives. It is part, but we 
want to move on and have a nor-
mal life afterwards. Paradoxically, 
my sense is that telling your story 
is part of the journey back to nor-
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Nick Tuffney is a UK national who spent 16 months 
in several Panamanian detention facilities in 2013-
2014 on charges which he always contested, and 
which were eventually dropped. 

Nick was held in extremely poor and over-crowded 
conditions, forced to strip naked in front of other 
prisoners, and subjected to abuse at the hands of 
those charged with his care. He was later hospital-
ised and handcuffed to a hospital bed. Despite wit-
nessing this ill-treatment, UK Embassy staff failed to 
raise it with Panamanian authorities, and provided 
insufficient support to him during his detention.

Even though the charges against him were eventu-
ally dropped, he was expelled from Panama in 2014, 
forcing him to leave behind his young children, 
whom he has not seen since.

A criminal complaint against the state officials alleg-
edly responsible for his ill-treatment was dismissed 

in 2018. Following this dismissal, he brought his case 
before the Inter-American Commission on Human 
Rights, where it remains pending.

After his return to the UK, REDRESS helped Nick to 
submit a complaint about the Foreign, Common-
wealth & Development Office (“FCDO”) to the Om-
budsman, which investigates complaints of poor or 
unfair service from government departments and 
other public organisations.

In 2019 the Ombudsman upheld Nick’s complaint 
and found multiple examples of maladministration 
(mishandling of the case) by the FCDO. It found that 
Embassy staff failed to promptly and adequately re-
spond to his allegations of ill-treatment, and could 
and should have done more to remedy other welfare 
concerns. As recommended by the Ombudsman, the 
FCDO later apologised to Nick, and provided him and 
his family with financial compensation.

NICK TUFFNEY

Nick Tuffney outside the Panamanian 
Embassy (left) with a hammock that he 
used whilst in prison in Panama (right). 
The hammock was made by  prisoners 
stretching and twisting plastic ice bags 

together. They helped protect prisoners 
from cockroaches going up their noses 

and from scorpions, snakes, rats and 
bedbugs (© Courtesy Nick Tuffney).
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mality. Of course, sharing what 
has happened is not easy and can 
be re-traumatising and needs to 
be done in a way that is safe and 
feels recuperative rather than vo-
yeuristic.

– Richard Ratcliffe

Equally, some survivors said that whilst sharing their 
stories and raising awareness is important, many 
felt that they were personally unable to do this. For 
some survivors, this was because they wanted to re-
main anonymous to help them move forwards with 
their lives. Other survivors spoke of their wariness at 
being perceived publicly as ‘victims’, and the impor-
tance of controlling their own stories and narratives 
in the public domain. 

Since my story became clear, I pre-
fer to raise the stories of others. I 
do think about public perception 
as well. I can’t change the fact that 
I was tortured. But I don’t want to 
be seen as a victim. I don’t see my-
self as a victim, but as someone 
who is trying to make things right 
and to hold those accountable.

– Sayed Ahmed Alwadaei

Satisfaction

Accountability is to accept what 
happened and to acknowledge it.

– Nick Tuffney

Given the importance that many survivors attached 
to accountability, acknowledgement and recognition, 
many participants hoped for justice in the form of an 

apology or an acceptance of guilt. This reflects the 
significance that many survivors place on recognition 
of their story and the need to be believed in the form 
of acknowledging that what has happened to them is 
torture; that torture is a crime and it is morally wrong.

[We want] some form of statement 
or letter from the Venezuelan au-
thorities to say sorry. We have had 
nothing official whatsoever.

– Anonymous family members

However, a number of survivors raised significant ca-
veats on the use of apologies in order to make them 
meaningful to survivors in attaining justice. For some 
survivors, a total lack of faith and trust in the regime 
that carried out the alleged torture would render 
any apology meaningless; no apology in these cir-
cumstances could be accepted or believed by survi-
vors. Other survivors also felt that an apology would 
be meaningless to them as an apology cannot ‘undo’ 
the torture. 

It’s happened – an apology will not 
change the fact that it has hap-
pened. A sorry wouldn’t actually 
mean sorry.

– Gurpreet Johal

One anonymous survivor said that, whilst a court 
decision is more important in proving their story 
and allegation of torture, an apology would be more 
meaningful if a government chose to apologise with-
out being taken to court.

Other survivors focused on the importance of re-
moving those individuals or regimes from power 
and of securing meaningful political and democratic 
reforms in order to ensure respect for human rights 
and prevention of torture. Jawad Fairooz particu-
larly emphasized the need for meaningful political 
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Jawad Fairooz is a former member of Bahraini par-
liament. During Bahrain’s popular uprising of 2011, 
Jawad and other fellow members of the al-Wefaq 
party resigned in protest at the violent repression by 
the authorities of the protests, during which seven 
protesters died. 

Jawad’s house was attacked by Molotov cocktails. 
He was taken from his home by masked men and 
held in solitary confinement for more than 43 days. 
He suffered other forms of torture and ill-treat-
ment. He was questioned about his political activi-
ties, and subjected to blindfolding, stress positions, 
beatings, sexual assault and humiliating acts and 

insults. His wife was also questioned by police for 
several hours.

Jawad was prosecuted on charges that violated his 
freedoms of expression and opinion, and freedoms 
of peaceful assembly and association. He was sen-
tenced to a suspended prison sentence in an unfair 
trial. He was stripped of his Bahraini citizenship while 
on a trip to the UK in 2012. 

Since leaving Bahrain, Jawad has yet to receive repa-
ration or an apology from the Bahraini government. 
REDRESS has raised his case before the UN and Bah-
raini authorities.

JAWAD FAIROOZ
Former member of Bahraini parliament, Jawad Fairooz, photographed 
at his home in London, beside a photo of his parents’ grave in Bahrain.
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reforms to ensure that any preventive measures to 
respect, protect and fulfil human rights in Bahrain 
are embedded sustainably within the State’s political 
culture and institutions.

[We need] a clear vision towards 
a continuous type of human rights 
reform, which I believe cannot be 
guaranteed without political re-
forms. If you don’t have an inde-
pendent judiciary or any type of 
observatory role for parliament 
to be able to question the gov-
ernment, or a free press that can 
bring facts to the public, you can-
not guarantee any type of claimed 
human rights reforms.

– Jawad Fairooz

It would mean that those responsi-
ble for the torture would be held to 
account. The Minister responsible 
remains in post.

– Sayed Ahmed Alwadaei

This call was echoed by Rahima Mahmut, UK Direc-
tor, World Uyghur Congress, who noted that ‘justice’ 
for the Uyghur population in Xinjiang would have 
to include freedom, democracy, and the right to 
self-determination.

Getting the truth

Getting the truth was stated to be ‘very important’ 
by all survivors interviewed, marking it as the form 
of justice that enjoyed universal support from survi-
vors from this consultation.

Some survivors, including two anonymous family 
members, noted that establishing the truth of what 
happened to their daughter would help answer 
questions that have continued to elude them over 
many years.

We want to know why she died. The 
regime has now changed, it was 
such a long time ago. The people 
in charge of the prison probably 
didn’t have the skills to do this job.

– Anonymous family members

Establishing the truth also supports survivors whose 
testimony has been challenged and is essential to 
providing recognition and acknowledgement of the 
torture and injustices that have been suffered. 

The most important thing is to have 
recognised the abuse and injustice 
that have happened, and to un-
pick the various levels of cover-up 
that surround that…We always felt 
during the campaign that sunlight 
is the best form of disinfectant, 
and all the more so afterwards.

– Richard Ratcliffe

Investigation and prosecution of the 
perpetrators

A substantial majority of survivors viewed investiga-
tion and prosecutions as being ‘very important’ to 
their perception of justice. For Magdulein Abaida, 
the desire to see the perpetrators prosecuted and 
brought to justice in Libya is complicated by the cur-
rent conflict and absence of any rule of law. 
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I’d like to see the perpetrators 
be prosecuted, but I live with the 
knowledge that it is not going to 
happen or at least in the near fu-
ture because of the conflict and 
there is no rule of law in the coun-
try. I hope in the future when Libya 
builds the justice system and be-
comes a country that upholds the 
rule of law, I can be there and seek 
justice through prosecution of the 
perpetrators.

– Magdulein Abaida

Whilst all survivors remarked upon the value of 
prosecutions in prevention and in establishing facts, 
setting out evidence and allowing survivors to prove 
what had happened to them, many equally reflected 
that they felt prosecutions were either hard to carry 
out or could lead to governmental scapegoating of 
low-level perpetrators.

In my case, justice would mean 
prosecuting the security forces 
who abducted, severely tortured 
and sexually assaulted me.

– Tawanda Muchehiwa

For some survivors, it was impossible to identify the 
immediate or ‘direct’ perpetrator that had carried 
out the torture. Whilst this was important to some 
survivors to achieve accountability at all levels, oth-
ers such as Matthew Hedges felt that a focus on 
low-level perpetrators could allow governments to 
single out those individuals as ‘bad apples’, whilst 
failing to recognise command responsibility and an 
entire system of torture and abuse that is authorised 
from the upper echelons of government.

Getting a court judgment 

Most survivors felt that getting a court or tribunal 
judgment in their favour was ‘very important’, whilst 
some survivors felt neutral about this form of justice.

For survivors that did feel that a judgment was impor-
tant to their perception of justice, such a decision rep-
resented an official recognition of the torture com-
mitted by the perpetrator and was therefore closely 
tied to survivors’ sense of being believed. This was ex-
ceptionally important to survivors whose testimonies 
of torture had been challenged or undermined by the 
government responsible for the alleged abuse.

Courts have tools and resources to 
build evidence. It isn’t just about 
me giving my testimony, it is about 
building the case, building the evi-
dence. Evidence is going to be talk-
ing, the facts will talk. The judge 
will then make the determination. 
It doesn’t matter to me what court, 
as long as I feel that the court is in-
dependent and there to follow and 
uphold the law. If I feel that the 
court I am facing is independent, I 
am happy with that.

– Anonymous survivor

Several survivors noted the specific need for de-
cisions to come from judicial bodies in particular, 
which reflected survivors’ trust and confidence in 
independent judiciaries and the rule of law both in-
ternationally and in the UK. 

However, for many survivors it is extremely impor-
tant that court decisions on their case are made by 
independent judicial bodies outside of the country 
where the alleged torture occurred.
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Survivors who expressed neutrality about the im-
portance of a court/tribunal judgment were unsure 
what such a judgment would mean in practice, high-
lighting whether any judgment would be meaning-
fully implemented by the State. Importantly, two 
anonymous survivors emphasized that, whilst a 
court decision would be helpful, they considered it 
more important that the recognition and apology 
came from the State authorities. This highlights an 
important distinction for some survivors between an 
acknowledgement from an independent adjudicat-
ing body, and from the State as a perpetrator itself.

Likewise, most survivors felt that publication of a 
court judgment or decision in their favour was ‘very 
important’, in order to recognise their experience of 
torture, and act as a precedent on which other sur-
vivors could rely.

The perpetrators serve a prison 
sentence

A majority of survivors felt that the perpetrators 
serving a prison sentence was ‘very important’ to 
them, as a form of deterrence and sending a clear 
message. For others, an investigation into what hap-
pened was more important than a custodial sen-
tence for perpetrators, although such a sentence 
would not be objected to if the facts subsequently 
proven justified it.

On the other end of the spectrum, some survivors 
are not actively seeking prison sentences and dis-
tinguish between what they view as vengeance and 
more restorative forms of justice. Again, survivors 
spoke of the importance of distinguishing between 
direct, low-level perpetrators and those at a more 
senior level who ordered or directed the torture, 
and noted that prosecution for the latter, although 
more important, was probably unattainable.

Individual criminal prosecutions 
are not something we have ever 
pushed for. Of course, the key lead 
interrogator, judge, or even the 
key negotiator all merit it. I would 
happily see all of them in prison. 
But they are the tip of the iceberg. 
The problem is a system of abuse, 
not just a couple of anomaly bad 
individuals. Of course, it would be 
a much broader act of justice if we 
were able to get even one judge 
locked up for a bit, but practically 
it is too remote a possibility and is 
not the measure for us. Aspirations 
are tempered by reality. First, we 
push for other things.

– Richard Ratcliffe 

We are not seeking vengeance; we 
are seeking justice. We want rec-
ognition of our suffering. These 
people have spent 14-16 years in 
Guantanamo Bay without trial.

– Moazzam Begg

Banning the perpetrator(s) from 
coming into the UK

Survivors had more mixed opinions on banning per-
petrators from entering the UK. It was important to 
survivors who could either identify the perpetrators 
or who sought this form of sanction on the leaders 
of governments responsible for torture, such as Iran 
and the United Arab Emirates. 



30

On one side, justice to me means 
feeling safe in the UK as a refugee. 
At the same time, those responsi-
ble continue to receive red carpet 
treatment by the UK government.

– Sayed Ahmed Alwadaei

One survivor raised an objection to the use of such 
sanctions, particularly where they target the perpe-
trator’s family or children if they have not committed 
any crime, and stated that sanctions must support 
overall prevention and accountability efforts but 
should not be seen as the main goal of justice.

Taking the perpetrators’ assets away 
from them

Survivors were less supportive of measures to freeze 
or remove perpetrators’ assets as a form of justice in 
comparison to other forms of justice. 

Survivors tended to support asset freezes where per-
petrators are heavily tied to positions of power in re-
gimes that systematically enable and encourage the 
practice of torture and other human rights violations, 
noting that the acquisition of the assets in question 
are unlikely to have come about either legally or with-
out substantive human rights violations involved. 
Other survivors were supportive of asset freezes as a 
measure of prevention and accountability.

We do need to focus on the per-
petrators’ perspective. Bad stuff 
should cost them. If someone is 
involved directly in real cruelty, 
then that involvement later hav-
ing a very direct cost on you is a 
very valuable thing for changing 
considerations. But it needs to go 
high enough up the food chain. You 
don’t want accountability efforts 

to get too focused on just the little 
guys literally holding the stick, but 
also those further up at the apex of 
the pyramid of abuse. It is further 
up where the asset freezes can be 
remarkably powerful.

– Richard Ratcliffe

On the other hand, some survivors raised the lack 
of a meaningful distinction between State and per-
petrator where torture is involved, and the problem 
of freezing government assets. Survivors also raised 
concerns that asset freezing would be an ineffective 
tool for the direct perpetrators of torture, who are 
unlikely to have many assets, and raised the wider 
problem of command responsibility and governmen-
tal scapegoating of low-level actors. 

Other recognition by the State of what 
happened

Survivors were asked whether any other form of 
State recognition for the torture they suffered would 
be of importance to them, with examples being giv-
en of public ceremonies, memorials, or establishing 
plaques in honour or memory to survivors. Only half 
of the survivors felt that such activities would be ‘very 
important’ to them as a form of justice, whilst some 
felt that it would not be important, reflecting a sig-
nificant divergence of views amongst survivors here. 

Survivors were more likely to be supportive of these 
types of measures where torture and other significant 
or grave human rights abuses were either systemic in 
nature or directed against groups rather than individ-
uals, for example in Iran, or for Uyghur Muslims fac-
ing genocide in China’s Xianjiang province. For those 
survivors, memorialisation or commemoration would 
provide a form of public recognition of suffering and 
acknowledgement of the truth of events.
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This is less important for me in 
particular but is more important 
for the community that has suf-
fered. It provides recognition.

– María Elena Klug

Guarantees of non-repetition

Almost all survivors ranked improvements to prison 
conditions as ‘very important’. This reflects the sig-
nificant majority of survivors who suffered torture 
whilst in prison or detention, and often where prison 
conditions themselves were one of the key elements 
of the torture.

For Nick Tuffney, prison conditions in Panama were 
so abhorrent that he feels that demolishing and re-
building certain prison facilities is an important way 
to achieve the justice he is seeking.

Additionally, survivors broadly endorsed the idea of 
educational initiatives for the general public to sup-
port the prevention of torture and guarantees of 
non-repetition, with many survivors feeling that it is 
‘very important’. 

For Richard Ratcliffe, educating the public and rais-
ing awareness of Nazanin’s case was essential to 
mobilizing public support to pressure the govern-
ment into acting to protect her. For other survivors, 
awareness raising is also about supporting the gen-
eral public in the UK to rethink harmful media stere-
otypes of survivors and refugees and to engage with 
survivors as human beings.

Further, survivors were broadly supportive of capac-
ity building initiatives to support prevention efforts, 
including training for public officials such as police or 
judges in the countries in which torture took place. 
Capacity building was particularly important in cases 
where torture had arisen due to lack of police knowl-
edge or training, including on adequate provision of 
medical care in detention settings, in addition to in-

ternational standards around detention, prison con-
ditions, and human rights more broadly.

On the other hand, some survivors felt that capacity 
building was ‘not important’, because it would be a 
waste of time and resources, or at worst, allow the 
receiving governments to baselessly claim a false 
commitment to change.

It’s a question of political will – are 
they able to reform, and would 
support just allow them or aid them 
to commit their harms? If govern-
ments want to do this, they should 
test the political will of the States 
by allowing UN Special Rappor-
teurs to have access to the coun-
try. If they say no, they should not 
be assisted.

– Sayed Ahmed Alwadaei

Similarly, more than half of the survivors ranked 
changes to domestic laws as ‘very important’, whilst 
some felt neutral about this form of justice, and a 
small number felt that it was ‘not important’.

All of Nazanin’s convictions were 
illegal under Iranian law. Most 
hostage convictions are. The law 
on paper isn’t I think the problem. 
Certain legal powers of the Iranian 
security services are problemat-
ic — for example, it’s illegal to get 
a forced confession, but once you 
have it, you can use it – so legal 
loopholes could be tightened. But 
the problem is not the law in theory 
but the fact that the law has been 
co-opted for other agendas. It’s a 
performance, which provides a fig 
leaf in public, but there’s no sub-
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stantive consideration of justice. 
The Judge gets his orders also.

– Richard Ratcliffe

A considerable number of survivors emphasized that 
torture is always illegal under international law, and 
that no State was likely to have a law that specifically 
promoted the use of torture. Survivors therefore felt 
that the key problem was not with the domestic law 
itself, but a failure to apply or abide by the rule of 
law in general. 
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CHALLENGES FOR 
SURVIVORS IN THE UK

challenges, due to the disruption of family life and 
the trauma that comes with family separation. 

Ill-health

Torture has long-lasting psychological and physical 
health impacts on survivors, even after they are re-
leased from detention and the act of torture ends. 
The majority of the survivors cited health problems 
as a significant challenge following torture. All of the 
survivors suffered from mental health and psychoso-
cial problems, and some from Post-Traumatic Stress 
Disorder (PTSD). Some also identified significant and 
long-lasting physical health problems as a result of 
torture. At the same time, a number of survivors have 
faced significant challenges in accessing rehabilitation 
and support services for torture within the UK, espe-
cially for mental health and psychological therapy. A 
number of survivors emphasized that rehabilitation is 
a long and difficult process, and that the experience 
of torture will always remain with them.

Survivors were asked about any significant challeng-
es that they had faced in the UK as a result of being 
a survivor of torture. Their responses have been col-
lectively grouped into thematic categories and ana-
lysed below.

Family life 

Torture has substantial effects on the families of sur-
vivors who also live with the consequences and of-
ten provide support and care to the survivors. The 
majority of the survivors identified family problems 
as one of the most significant challenges that they 
face. Many survivors and their families spoke of be-
ing robbed of a future together, or of the time and 
memories that they could have created if not for the 
act of torture. Others highlighted the difficulties cre-
ated by the separation of families due to periods of 
detention, or due to having fled to the UK to seek 
asylum, leaving family members behind. Even when 
families are later reunited, there can be ongoing 

Sayed Ahmed Alwadaei, photographed 
outside the Bahraini embassy in London 
during a protest to call for the release of 
Bahraini political prisoners.
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Isolation

Most of the survivors cited difficulties with inte-
grating (or reintegrating) into UK society following 
torture, and spoke of challenges in carrying on with 
day-to-day life or readjusting to it, including feelings 
of isolation, dislocation and a lack of support for in-
tegration. For refugees and asylum seekers, there is 
often a sense of being ‘thrown into the deep end’ 
upon their arrival in the UK, with little to no sup-
port, and with no easy access to information to 
help them tackle the range of challenges which they 
face.  These challenges are exacerbated by the rac-
ism and harmful media stereotypes often faced by 
survivors, particularly for non-white survivors. 

Financial hardship

Many of the survivors (including British survivors 
returning to the UK) had faced substantial financial 
difficulties as a direct and indirect result of torture. 
Many refugees and asylum seekers who arrive in the 
UK having abandoned their personal possessions to 
escape persecution, face various financial challeng-
es, along with difficulties accessing housing, welfare 
benefits, and employment. Governmental assistance 
given to refugees and asylum seekers is insufficient 
to help them get back up on their feet and to build a 
new life in the UK, which leaves many survivors living 
in poverty. 

Resolving immigration status

Some survivors raised challenges that they have 
faced as a result of their asylum or refugee status, 
including broader issues such as access to family vi-
sas and statelessness.  The asylum system in the UK 
is defined by the ‘hostile environment’ policy, ele-
ments of which have been shown to re-traumatise 
survivors, not least through their detention without 

14	REDRESS, The UK’s Implementation of the UN Convention against Torture and Other Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading Treatment 
or Punishment, March 2019, Chapter 3, available at: https://redress.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/05/UK-Implementation-of-
UNCAT_REDRESS_March2019_Web.pdf 

adequate safeguards to recognise their vulnerabili-
ty.14 The asylum system remains the biggest hurdle 
for many survivors, due to delays in the system, lack 
of legal aid and scarce support, which together can 
exacerbate mental health problems. Even where 
survivors have managed to secure asylum in the UK, 
many face additional difficulties in securing visita-
tion visas for their families.

Stigma

Some survivors identified  either real or perceived 
stigmatisation as a result of their torture. These sur-
vivors spoke primarily of the reputational damage 
that they had endured as a result of their detention 
and subsequent torture, which has affected their job 
prospects – not least those who have been forced to 
admit their guilt in exchange for their freedom. Oth-
ers feared a lack of support from the general public 
due to having been tortured by States perceived by 
many as ‘unlikely’ to torture people.

Obstacles to justice

Many survivors do not have access to justice. Where 
survivors are fortunate enough to be able to pursue 
legal claims, delays in such processes weigh heavily 
on survivors and the families that fight for them.  

•	 Justice in the State which perpetrated the tor-
ture: The vast majority of survivors felt that ac-
cessing justice domestically in the State in which 
the torture had occurred was ‘very unlikely’. 
Some felt that this was because the regimes that 
perpetrated the alleged torture are usually still 
in power, and others emphasized problems with 
corruption and a general failure of the rule of law 
in those States.

https://redress.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/05/UK-Implementation-of-UNCAT_REDRESS_March2019_Web.pdf
https://redress.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/05/UK-Implementation-of-UNCAT_REDRESS_March2019_Web.pdf
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•	 Justice in international tribunals/mechanisms: 
Whilst such mechanisms do not exist in some 
regions, and other such bodies do not have juris-
diction over all States, some survivors felt more 
optimistic about accessing justice internation-
ally. However, they had reservations about the 
effectiveness of international systems of justice, 
and expressed concerns about:

o	 delays in these procedures
o	 a perceived lack of political will on the part 

of States to hold so-called ‘friendly’ States 
accountable for torture and other human 
rights violations

o	 a lack of information about available justice 
processes

o	 difficulties in obtaining legal advice for those 
who have not been fortunate enough to ob-
tain it free of charge

o	 their ability to obtain compelling and com-
prehensive evidence in order to substantiate 
a claim for torture

o	 the fear of reprisals
o	 the additional barriers created by the ongo-

ing trauma of the torture and its psycholog-
ical impact.
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METHODOLOGY AND 
ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS
The purpose of this report is to consult directly with 
UK-based survivors of torture on what justice means 
to them in practice. REDRESS undertook a series of 
semi-structured, informal interviews with survivors 
that were identified both through REDRESS’ client 
base and by word of mouth through professionals, 
civil society groups, and survivors themselves. This 
was then complemented with an online survey that 
was publicised through social media and email cam-
paigns in order to reach a wider audience outside of 
our immediate networks.

In identifying and conducting outreach to these 
groups and individuals in a survivor-centred and 
trauma-informed manner, REDRESS used an acces-
sible version of the definition of torture used in the 

15	In this report we generally refer to ‘survivors’, though we recognise that some survivors will prefer to be referred to as ‘victims’.

UN Convention against Torture, and asked survivors 
to agree that they meet this definition:

By ‘torture’ we mean:

1.	 severe pain or suffering (physical or 
psychological), which

2.	 is caused intentionally, and which
3.	 is done for a purpose, and which
4.	 somehow involves a State official.

REDRESS recognises that torture has significant im-
pacts on both the direct survivor, and on their wider 
family. In our definition of ‘survivor’,15 we have in-
cluded and sought the views of both direct survivors 
and their families and do not distinguish between 

Participants status

Survivors
Family
Experts

57%
24%

19%

Gender of survivors interviewed

80%

60%

40%

20%

0%
Male

(survisors + family)
Female

(survisors + family)

71%

29%
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the two in our analysis. In this way, we recognise that 
families of survivors of torture are themselves survi-
vors in their own right.

In order to conduct the interviews and survey, we 
developed a questionnaire which was kindly re-
viewed by Survivors Speak OUT in order to ensure 
that the question set was survivor-centred and trau-
ma-informed in approach.

In total, we received 21 responses both through in-
terviews and the survey, including 19 responses to 
interviews and two through the survey. We therefore 
accept that this research cannot be representative of 
the views of all survivors of torture within the UK. Out 
of all participants, 12 (57%) were direct survivors of 
torture, whilst five (24%) were family or relatives of 
direct survivors, leading to 17 survivor interviews in 
total (81%). Of the 17 survivor participants, 71% were 

Ages of survivor participants
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male and 29% were female. Survivor participants var-
ied in age ranges from 18-30 up to 71-80 years of age.

A further four interviews (19%) were also conduct-
ed with professionals with significant experience of 
working directly with survivors of torture.

Whilst the research did not seek to gather infor-
mation about participants’ experiences of torture 
itself, participants were asked to share the country 
in which the torture took place. Torture had been 
experienced by the 17 survivors and/or family mem-
bers in 13 different countries/places: Bahrain, Chad, 
Chile, India, Iran, Libya, Mexico, Panama, United 
Arab Emirates, Venezuela, Zimbabwe, The Philip-
pines, and in US custody across Guantanamo Bay and 
Afghanistan. Three participants experienced torture 
in Iran, and two participants experienced torture in 
Bahrain. Two family members referred to the same 
experience of torture in Venezuela.

Thank you

REDRESS is grateful to all the survivors of torture 
who were willing to share their stories, perspec-
tives, and expertise with us for the purposes of this 

research report. We are also grateful to those who 
provided their professional expertise in working with 
survivors of torture, and to civil society organisations 
and survivor and community groups, including Sur-
vivors Speak OUT!, that supported community and 
survivor outreach to enable the production of this 
report. The participants included the following:

Magdulein Abaida – Libyan survivor of torture and 
Gender Equality and Social Inclusion Lead at Konung 
International.

Olivier Acuña – Mexican and Spanish survivor of tor-
ture in Mexico. 

Sayed Ahmed Alwadaei – Former Bahraini (made 
Stateless) survivor of torture and Director of Advo-
cacy, Bahrain Institute for Rights and Democracy. 

Moazzam Begg – British survivor of US torture at 
Guantanamo Bay, Bagram and Kandahar, and Direc-
tor of Outreach at CAGE. 

Jawad Fairooz – Former Bahraini (made Stateless) 
and British survivor of torture, and Chair of SALAM 
for Democracy and Human Rights.

Countries where the torture took place
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Matthew Hedges – British survivor of torture in the 
United Arab Emirates, and Postgraduate Teaching 
Assistant at the University of Exeter. 

María Elena Klug – Daughter of the late Chilean sur-
vivor of torture, Leopoldo García Lucero.

Tawanda Muchehiwa – Zimbabwean survivor of tor-
ture and abduction. 

Nasrin Parvaz – Iranian and British survivor of tor-
ture in Iran and Author.

Nick Tuffney – British and American survivor of tor-
ture in Panama.

Richard Ratcliffe – Husband of Nazanin Zaghari-Rat-
cliffe, survivor of torture in Iran.

Gurpreet Johal – Brother of Jagtar Singh Johal, a 
British survivor of torture currently subjected to ar-
bitrary detention in India.

Dr Brock Chisholm, Consultant Clinical Psychologist 
at Trauma Treatment International.

Tracy Doig - Head of International Advocacy and Ac-
countability, Freedom from Torture. 

Rahima Mahmut - UK Director, World Uyghur Con-
gress.

We also thank those participants and survivors who 
chose to remain anonymous.

We are very grateful to the People’s Postcode Trust for providing the funding for this report.

About the photos

All the pictures in this report (except when noted) where taken by Dianne Magbanua, Communications and 
Digital Assistant at REDRESS, in June and July of 2022. The survivors photographed were asked to choose a 
place, person, or an item of significance in their search for justice. During the photographic session, they 
were also asked a question about what justice meant for them. The audio clips are available on the REDRESS 
YouTube channel.

https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PLCwJKl_ccW5rMbT76F_F-4sqd5-flY1s2
https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PLCwJKl_ccW5rMbT76F_F-4sqd5-flY1s2
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