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Objectives 

1. Overview and introduction to Marjorie Kovler Center

2. Define torture and the population impacted

3. Develop understanding of the impact and consequence of torture 

and the unique difficulties encounter by immigrant and refugee 

populations

4. Outline Kolver services and how they provide an opportunity for 

reconnection and rebuilding as part of the healing process. 



Self-Care Check-In and Disclaimer

¸ Deep breathing

¸ Step out and take a 

break

¸ Get a drink of water

¸ Talk to someone for 

support



Who we areé

¸ Subsidiary of Heartland Alliance for Human Needs & Human Rights

¸ Heartland Alliance Marjorie Kovler Center is a program of Heartland Alliance 

International (HAI), LLC 



Heartland Alliance 
Marjorie Kovler Center Mission

Marjorie Kovler Center helps transform the 

lives of individuals recovering from the complex 

consequences of torture. Kovler Center 

provides medical, mental health, and social 

services; trains and educates locally and 

globally; and advocates for the end of torture 

worldwide.



Marjorie Kovler Center

¸ Began in 1987, one of the first in the 
country 

¸ Model established with little known 
about torture

¸ Community-based, volunteer model

¸ Provision of medical, mental health 
and social services to survivors and 
family members

¸ Collaborate with internal partner for 
legal services 

¸ Train on the special needs and 
care of torture survivors

¸ Advocate on issues affecting 
torture survivor community 

¸ Staff of 15 full-time and part time 
(10.55 FTE) + contractual

¸ Nearly 200 pro bono 
professionals (clinical care, case 
management, interpretation)

Initial Establishment Continued Growth



KovlerôsService Framework 



United Nations Definitions

Refugee:
A refugee is someone who has been 
forced to flee his or her country because of 
persecution, war, or violence. A refugee 
has a well-founded fear of persecution and 
they cannot return home or are afraid to do 
so. This is someone who arrives with legal 
permission.

Asylum Seeker:
Someone who flees their own country and 
seeks sanctuary in another country, they 
apply for asylum in the new country. They 
may arrive legally with visas or illegally, but 
apply within one year of arrival.



Definition of Torture

United Nations Convention Against Torture (1984) defined ñtortureò as:

any act by which severe pain or suffering, whether physical or mental,

is intentionally inflicted on a person for such purposes as obtaining from 

im or a third person information or confession, punishing him for an 

act he or a third person has committed or is suspected of having 

committed, or intimidating or coercing him or a third person for any 

reason based on discrimination of any kind, when such pain or suffering

is inflicted by or at the consent or acquiescence of a public official or other person 

acting in an official capacity.



Heartland Alliance for Human Needs & Human Rights

Amnesty International 

documents 98 countries 

as practicing torture.

Source: Amnesty InternationalAnnual Report 2012: The State of the Worldôs Human Rights



National and State Level Impact of 
Asylum and Refugee Seeking Populations

¸ Estimated 1.3 millions politically motivated survivors of torture in the US
(CVT, 2016).

¸ As of 2013, Illinois ranks 6th the highest number of asylum seekers and
10th among states for refugees resettled.

¸ Nearly all refugees resettle with 100 miles of Chicago with the main
ports of entry being Rogers Park and Uptown.

ï Resettlement is only available to 1% percent of refugees
considered most vulnerable.

ï Vetting takes 18-24 months before arrival



KovlerôsFocus on Asylum Seekers

¸ Offer services to adults who are either primary or 

secondary survivors of torture. 

¸ Arrive in the US without legal status and must apply for 

asylum within one year of arrival (legal term for 

requesting protection from home country)

¸ Based on Kovlerôsclientsô asylum winôs, it is currently 

taking between 3-7 years before achieving asylum 

wins.



Who Are Asylum 
Seekers?



Asylum Seekers Areé

¸Doctors, attorneys, judges, teachers, nuns

¸ Student activists 

¸ Labor union activists

¸ Individuals targeted as a result of their race, 

religion, ethnicity, gender, sexual identity,

¸Randomly targeted individuals



Where are they coming from? 

¸ Highest numbers of new 

cases (2015) came from:

ï Congo

ï Ethiopia

ï Guatemala

ï Cameroon

ï Togo

ï Central African Republic

ï Mexico

¸ Highest numbers of total 

served came from:
ï Congo

ï Ethiopia

ï Guatemala

ï Cameroon

ï Eritrea

ï Togo

ï DRC

ï Bosnia and Herzegovina, 

Republic of Moldova

ï Central African Republic



Case of ñHussainò

¸ 35 year-old man from the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC).

¸ He has 4 older brothers (who are married and have children), has a 

wife and a 4 year old daughter, extended family members (many of 

whom are not blood relatives but related through tribal and cultural 

connections).

¸ Hussain belongs to a close knit family/community who are political 

activists

¸ Has a BA degree in political science, education in French.



Types of Torture

¸ Physical torture

¸ Psychological torture

¸ Sexual torture

¸ Deprivation:

- Social

- Sensory

- Sleep

- Hygiene

- Health

- Nutritional



Falanga

Methods of Physical Torture



Postural Torture



Water Immersion



Forced Nudity



Isolation



Types of Torture experienced by 
survivors seen at Kovler Center 

¸ Beating (271)

¸ Threats and psychological (243)

¸ Severe humiliation (154)

¸ Deprivation (165)

¸ Witnessing torture of others (123)

¸ Rape and sexual torture (109)

¸ Sensory stress (112)

¸ Forced postures (115)

¸ Wounding/maiming (93)

¸ Burning (51)

¸ Asphyxiation (83)

¸ Kidnapping & disappearances (73) 

¸ Electrical (39)

¸ Dental (9)

¸ Pharmacological (8)

¸ Other (106)



Kovler Survivors Served in FY 2015

¸ 367 individuals (90 new)

¸ 61 countries

¸ 85% primary survivors, 15% 

secondary survivors 

¸ 53% were men and 47% 

women

¸ 89% were between 18-64 

years old

¸ 64% were from Africa

¸ 215 individuals rcvd medical 

or rehabilitative services 

¸ 216 rcvd mental health 

services

¸ 316 rcvd case management 

or social services

¸ 11,071 hours provided pro 

bono valued at ~$460,278 

(FY15)



Hussainôs Story Continued

¸ Trauma/torture history

¸ Self-Care check-in

¸ Brief discussion



Consequences of Torture



Health Consequences of Torture

¸ Acute illness - infections

¸ Chronic disease ïdiabetes, hypertension

¸ Malnutrition

¸ Poor hygiene ïdental problems

¸ Sexually transmitted 

diseases ïincluding HIV/AIDS

¸ Unwanted pregnancy from rape



Physical Consequences of Torture

¸ Acute and chronic musculoskeletal pain

¸ Skin changes resulting from burns and electric shock

¸ Characteristic scars from whipping, cuts, abrasions, bullets, burns, 
beatings and open skin wounds.

¸ Nerve and musculoskeletal symptoms resulting from body 
suspension and stretching

¸ Sexual dysfunction secondary to genital trauma and/or sexual torture 

¸ Organic brain dysfunction resulting from head trauma and loss of 
consciousness (TBI)

¸ Chronic pain 

Weinstein and Iacopino, 1996



Mental health Consequences

¸ PTSD, anxiety, depression

¸Complication of mental health with medical 

health and conditions.

¸ Lack of resources

¸ Fear for family who is back in the home country

¸Guilt for having survived 



Consequences *

¸ Rupture of core sense of safety

¸ Loss of trust in humanity  

¸ Poverty, homelessness, social exclusion

¸ Existential dilemmas

¸ Loss of basic roles, occupational purpose 

¸ Unrelenting emotional tension from asylum process and 

associated family separation

* Intended by perpetrator


