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Focus

The screams of a dozen Syrian and
Palestinian children pierce the air of
a community centre in Lebanon’s

Shatila refugee camp. Yet the children are
not hurt. They are yelling to express the
anger and fear they feel as victims of con-
flict in special “peace education” classes.
“We don’t hit each other. We don’t say
bad things about each other. Boys don’t
hit girls,” said 11-year-old Hala, who asked
not to be identified for security reasons.

Hala fled Deir el Zor in Syria and has
been living in Lebanon for less than two
years. She said one of her favourite activi-
ties is “playback”, where each child will
tell a story or describe a situation that is
bothering them and will have the other
children act it out. Organized by Basmeh
and Zeitooneh, a local charity, the classes
in a chaotic fifth floor room were set up
to help children voice their opinions,
release the stress caused by war and dis-
placement and rediscover their imagina-
tions, staff say.

They hope by providing children with
activities such as painting, dram and sto-
rytelling, they will be less vulnerable to
recruitment by militant groups preying
on children and teenagers who may be
out of school with little to occupy them.
“ These kids have been through a lot.
They’re traumatized in many different

ways,” said “peace education” project
manager Elio Gharios. “They’re agitated,
maybe introverted, aggressive at times,”
he told the Thomson Reuters Foundation.

Lebanon is home to more than 1 mil-
lion Syrian refugees, half of them chil-
dren. In 1949, it opened the Shatila camp
in Beirut to host Palestinian refugees
fleeing Israel’s founding in 1948. As a new
wave of Syrian refugees joined the ranks
of  the displaced,  Shati la  has grown
upwards, with some buildings now six
floors high. 

Houses are damp and overcrowded,
and the tangled electricity wires that
hang across the streets cause multiple
deaths a year. More of an urban slum
than a traditional refugee camp, Shatila
which covers one square kilometre is
home to as  many as  42,000 people,
according to Rasha Shukr, the Beirut area
manager for Basma and Zeitooneh.

Brainwashing
Gharios,  a charismatic 24-year-old

Lebanese psychology graduate, said chil-
dren aged between seven and 14 attend
the classes with up to 20 children in each
session. Each class starts with the chil-
dren deciding on rules for how they can
and cannot treat each other. “They need
to know that finding peaceful ways to

resolve conflicts is a very important mat-
ter ... They are reminded every time that
violence is not the solution, it ’s not the
way,” Gharios said. “They’re young, it is
the teenagers who are easiest to brain-
wash. Many children know how to roll
a joint, say, and they’re 12 or 11. Many
have witnessed things happen in here
w h e r e  s o m e o n e  w o u l d  h o l d  a  g u n
against someone else’s head.”

Young Syrian refugees are at particu-
lar risk of being recruited by extremist
g ro u p s  i n  Le b a n o n  a n d  e l s e w h e re
b e c a u s e  t h e i r  re c e n t  d i s p l a c e m e n t
often fuels  a sense of  hopelessness,
says  UK-based char i t y  I nternat ional
Alert, which funds projects in Shatila
camp, including the classes. Palestinian
groups including Hamas militants and
Palestinian President Mahmoud Abbas’
Fa t a h  m o ve m e n t  a re  a c t i ve  i n s i d e
Shatila, according to charities working
there.

Islamic State and Jabhat Fateh al-Sham,
another extremist group, have also been
known to target young refugees online,
they say. International Alert says these
classes make children less vulnerable to
recruitment because they provide them
with a safe environment to discuss prob-
lems, learn conflict resolution skills and to
rebuild a sense of purpose.

Recruitment
Caroline Brooks, Syria projects manag-

er at International Alert, which supports
similar programmes throughout Lebanon,
Syria and Turkey, said there were many
reasons why children may join an extrem-
ist group. Often there is a need for a sense
of significance, purpose, and belonging,
and sometimes there is  a  desire for
revenge, she told the Thomson Reuters
Foundation. A lack of alternatives and the
need to make a living are also strong pull
factors, Brooks said.

Conflict and displacement tend to fuel
the abuse and exploitation of children,
refugee experts say. For example, many
children are forced to work or beg to feed
themselves and their families, young girls
face greater risk of being married off and
domestic violence increases, they say.
“Peace education” classes, which started
this year, have already had some impact,
Brooks said citing a 17-year-old in the pro-
gram who was approached by an Islamic
State recruiter through Facebook. The
teenager immediately reported it to a
member of staff involved in the classes. For
Hala,  the classes which she has been
attending for right months have made a
huge difference to her and her younger
siblings. “My brothers changed. They
became much happier,” she said. —Reuters

Child refugees taught to release stress

Colombian rebels may be preparing to lay
down their guns, but the nation faces a deep-
er challenge to heal itself: treating mental ill-

nesses stemming from the trauma of a half-century
war. The 260,000 people killed and 60,000 missing
in the civil conflict are quantified in official statistics
- but uncounted millions still suffer the psychologi-
cal scars. Maria - a pseudonym which the woman
agreed to use for this story - was a small girl when
fighting between the government and leftist FARC
rebels struck the village near her family’s farm.

Now 49, she speaks in a scarcely audible voice
about the horrors she lived through and the fear
that stalks her to this day. “I still live in a state of
anxiety,” she told AFP in her gloomy apartment, in a
back courtyard on the outskirts of Bogota. Her
father  narrowly  sur vived an attack  by the
Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia (FARC),
who targeted him because he refused to join their
ranks. “I was six years old. I was always afraid,” said
Maria. “We had to spend every night in the village
because the guerrillas used to venture up to the
farm to kill people.”

Emotional rescue 
Colombia’s  government last  month pushed

through Congress a peace accord meant to end the
52-year conflict - a controversial move since it
made concessions to FARC members blamed for
atrocities. The rebels promised to disarm and com-
pensate victims. But the deal contains few details
on how to treat those traumatized by the war. The
300-page text includes a few lines calling for “emo-
tional recovery measures” to help “relieve victims’
suffering”.

Under the accord, the government commits to
“improving psychological social care,” without indi-
cat ing how much i t  might  spend on i t .  The
International  Committee of  the Red Cross has
warned that unresolved traumas can spawn fresh
violence. “The victims bear the scars of violence also
in their minds,” it warned in a report in October.

Living in fear 
After a childhood of fear, Maria ran away from an

abusive husband. She was penniless and had an ill
son to care for.  She ended up work ing for the
Colombian Self-Defense Units (AUC), rightwing
paramilitaries armed by wealthy landowners to
fight the leftist guerrillas. “I made their meals and
washed their clothes,” she said, scraping a fingernail
nervously on the table. I never asked where they
were from or what they were doing.”

Even though she says she never used a weapon,
Maria ended up being listed as a member of the
AUC when the government ordered their disband-
ment in 2006. Though she now lives four hours
away from her home region by road, she still fears
the paramilitaries’ leftwing foes might one day
catch up with her. “There were a lot of rumors that
all the people who had worked with them were
going to be killed,” she said. “That makes me afraid.”

Post-traumatic stress 
The war started in 1964 when the FARC launched

an uprising to fight for peasant land rights. It drew
in var ious groups who car ved up the countr y
between government- and rebel-held zones and
fought each other to the death, massacring and kid-
napping. “Drawing a line between who is the victim
and who is the aggressor is very complex,” said
Joshua M itrott i ,  head of  the Colombian
Reintegration Agency. The agency helps settle for-
mer fighters back into civilian life, working along-
side the public health sector to provide them with
psychological counseling.

Many of them have witnessed massacres, or been
raped or kidnapped. Some were recruited to fight as
children. “Out of the 49,000 people we have handled
so far, 90 percent have (mental health) problems,” he
told AFP. “About 30 percent are suffering from post-
traumatic stress disorder.” A further third of them
suffer alcohol or drug addiction and about a quarter
suffer from anxiety. Colombian public health spe-
cialist Mary Luz Dussan said the country must raise
the level of “effective psychological and social treat-
ment” for such people. “That can still be done,” she
said. “You have to start by rebuilding the person that
has been destroyed by this war.” —AFP

Colombia war 
traumas leave 

deep mental scars

Last Tuesday’s death of actor Carrie Fisher, who
played Princess Leia in “Star Wars”, set off waves of
remembrance among fans - but also speculation

over her character’s return in yet-to-be-filmed episodes.
Filmmakers are tapping advances in digital technology
to resurrect characters after a performer dies, most
notably in “Rogue One: A Star Wars Story.” The film, in
theaters now, features the return of Grand Moff Tarkin,
originally played by a long-dead actor.

The trend has sent Hollywood actors in the here-and-
now scrambling to exert control over how their charac-
ters and images are portrayed in the hereafter.
“Celebrities are increasingly involved in making plans to
protect their intellectual property rights,” said Mark
Roesler, an attorney and chairman of CMG Worldwide, an
agency representing celebrity estates. “They understand
that their legacy will continue beyond their lifetime.”

Roesler said at least 25 of his clients are engaged in
actively negotiating the use of their or their loved ones’
computer-generated images in movies, television or
commercials.  Employment contracts govern how they
can be used in a particular film or commercial, while a
performer’s will can address broader issues. Some
actors or heirs worry that overexposure will tarnish a
celebrity’s image, Roesler said. Some explicitly rule out
posthumous depictions involving sex or violence, while
others focus on drugs or alcohol. “We have seen people
address marijuana,” he said. “We’ve seen liquor
addressed.”

California law already gives heirs control over actors’
posthumous profits by requiring their permission for
any of use of their l ikeness. As technology has
improved, many living actors there are more focused on
steering their legacy with stipulations on how their
images are used - or by forbidding their use. Robin
Williams, who committed suicide in 2014, banned any
use of his image for commercial means until 2039,
according to court documents. He also blocked anyone
from digitally inserting him into a movie or TV scene or
using a hologram, as was done with rapper Tupac
Shakur at Southern California’s Coachella music festival
in 2012 - 16 years after his murder.

Virtual characters have been used when an actor
dies in the middle of a film production, as when
Universal  Pictures combined CGI and previous
footage for Paul Walker’s role in 2015’s “Furious 7”
after Walker’s 2013 death in a car crash. But “Rogue
One” broke new ground by giving a significant sup-
porting role to a dead star. A digital embodiment of
British actor Peter Cushing, who died in 1994, reprised
his role from the original 1997 “Star Wars” film as
Tarkin. Walt Disney Co recreated Tarkin with a mix of

visual effects and a different actor.
A Disney spokeswoman declined to comment on

whether Princess Leia would appear in films beyond
“Episode VIII”,  set for release in 2017. Fisher had
wrapped filming for the next “Star Wars” episode before
she died. She suffered a heart attack on a flight from
London to Los Angeles. Fisher had been expected to
play a key role in the ninth installment of the sci-fi saga,
due for release in 2019. Fisher’s attorney, Frederick
Bimbler, did not return requests for information on any
stipulations the actress may have made about use of
her image.

Disney bought “Star Wars” producer Lucasfilm in

2012 for $4 billion. The two new films since released
have sold some $2.7 billion worth of tickets and boost-
ed sales of toys and other related merchandise. Disney
would need to negotiate “reuse fees” with Fisher’s estate
to resurrect her character for future films, said Mark
Litwak, an entertainment attorney in Los Angeles. The
rights of actors’ heirs are rooted in a 1985 California law
requiring filmmakers to obtain permission from a
celebrity’s estate to use his or her image after death.
The law was enacted after a campaign by the son of
Dracula actor Bela Lugosi, a lawyer who objected to
widespread use of his late father’s image.

With today’s movie technology opening up so many
possible scenarios, actors’ union SAG-AFTRA is lobbying
for all states to enact protections on the use of celebrity
images after they die. Minnesota began considering
such legislation this year following the death of music
legend Prince, who was from Minneapolis. “The issue for
us is straightforward and clear: The use of performers’
work in this manner has obvious economic value and
should be treated accordingly,” a SAG-AFTRA spokesper-
son said.

Celebrity deaths often spur big increases in sales of
music and movies. Michael Jackson and Elvis Presley
regularly top Forbes list of dead celebrities with annu-
al earnings of tens of millions of dollars. If Disney
decides to resurrect Leia, the costs could go much
higher than what it might have to pay her surviving
family. The technology and time involved in CGI recre-
ations for major roles can make the prospect more
costly than hiring even a first-tier actor. “It ’s very
expensive,” Litwak said.

What about other characters in the blockbuster fran-
chise? James Earl Jones, who is 85, provided the menac-
ing voice for Darth Vader in the original “Star Wars” trilo-
gy, in an animated TV series and again in “Rogue One”.
An assistant to Jones declined to comment on whether
any provisions are in place regarding use of his voice
after his death. A bigger question for filmmakers and
fans is whether the technology provides a realistic por-
trayal, Litwak said. “Most people in the movie industry
don’t think it’s quite there yet,” he said. “It’s amazing
what they can do, but it’s not as good as a real actor. It
still seems a bit artificial.”

Tark in’s  resurrection in “Rogue One” sparked
debate among fans over whether the portrayal was
realistic,  with some complaining it did not look
human enough to be convincing. “Does Disney want
to have people scrutinizing how real that synthetic
character is, rather than talking about the movie
itself?” he asked about the prospect of Leia’s return. “It
would be a distraction.” —Reuters 

Actors seek posthumous protections

In this May 23, 1980 file photo, actress Carrie
Fisher hugs a person dressed as a stormtrooper in
London while promoting the ‘Star Wars’ epic ‘The
Empire Strikes Back’. —AP


