
HOMELESSNESS FORUM
 SURVIVORS OF TORTURE AND SEVERE TRAUMA 

Kurdish Human Rights Watch
Northern Virginia Family Service May 2009



Northern Virginia Family Services



 

Private non-profit organization 


 

Community-based comprehensive services


 

Multicultural Human Services


 

Program for Survivors of Torture and Severe Trauma 
(PSTT)



 

Multicultural Mental Health Services


 

Legal Immigration & Case Management


 

Intervention, Prevention & Education (IPE) gang program


 

Domestic Violence, Parenting, Anger Management, Post 
Partum Depression Groups



NVFS -
 

Program for Survivors of 
Torture and Severe Trauma  



 

Funded by Office of Refugee Settlement and 
Clifford Chance Foundation 



 

Mission: To assist survivors by providing holistic and 
culturally-sensitive mental health and related 
services



 

Services


 

Case Management Services 


 

Mental Health Services 


 

Legal Services



 

Multicultural Services



Kurdish Human Rights Watch 



 

Non-profit humanitarian organization 


 

Provides low-income individuals and families and 
newcomers (refugees, asylees and immigrants) with 
services and assistance. 



 

Four main program activities: 
 Transitional housing and support services funded by 

HUD 
 Ethnic community strengthening and Economic 

development
Refugee resettlement agency funded by DOS/PRM
 immigration and naturalization services 



KHRW -
 

Transitional Housing for Families



 

Services 


 

Case management services 


 

Housing assistance


 

Referral to service providers in the community


 

Life skills 


 

Employment referral  


 

ESL and other program referral


 

Immigration services




KHRW -
 

Transitional Housing for Families



 

Program Eligibility Determination (HUD)


 

An individual who lacks a fixed, regular, and adequate 
nighttime residence



 

An individual who has a primary nighttime residence 
that is: 
A supervised publicly or privately operated shelter 

designed to provide temporary living accommodations
An institution that provides a temporary residence for 

individuals intended to be institutionalized
A public or private place not designed for, or 

ordinarily used as, a regular sleeping accommodation 
for human beings. 



KHRW Transitional Housing 
Services


 

Case Management


 

Support Services


 

Life Skills and Self-Sufficiency


 

Referral to other mainstream providers for other 
services such as NVFS for clients with PTSD



 

ESL and vocational training (Referral)


 

Recertification training (referral to e.g. NOVA)


 

Partnership with mainstream providers to maximize 
resources



What is Torture?



 

Definition


 

The act of inflicting excruciating pain, as punishment or 
revenge, as a means of getting a confession or 
information, or for sheer cruelty. 



 

Reasons for Torture


 

Race/Ethnicity


 

Religion


 

Nationality


 

Membership to a social group


 

Political opinion. 



NVFS -
 

Program for Survivors of 
Torture and Severe Trauma



 

Program Eligibility Determination (ORR)


 

Act committed by a person acting under the color of law 


 

Harm is intended to create:


 

Physical pain


 

Physical suffering


 

Mental pain or suffering



 

Person is specifically targeted and harmed within 
another person’s custody or physical control



What is Trauma? 



 

Two Conditions


 

The direct experience, witnessing or learning of an 
event that involves actual or feared death, serious 
physical or emotional injury, or threat of injury



 

A response to the event that involves intense fear, 
helplessness, or horror



“Traumatic events are extraordinary, not 
because they occur rarely, but rather because they 
overwhelm the ordinary human adaptations to life.  
Unlike commonplace misfortunes, traumatic events 
generally involve threats to life or bodily integrity, or a 
close personal encounter with violence or death.  They 
confront human beings with the extremities of 
helplessness and terror, and evoke the responses of 
catastrophe. The common denominator of trauma is a 
feeling of intense fear, helplessness, loss of control, 
and threat of annihilation.”

Judith Herman, MD, Trauma and Recovery



Common Reactions to Trauma



 

Physical Reactions


 

Nervous energy, jitters, muscle tension


 

Upset stomach


 

Headaches


 

Rapid heart rate


 

Dizziness


 

Lack of energy, fatigue


 

Teeth grinding



Common Reactions to Trauma



 

Behavioral Reactions


 

Becoming withdrawn or isolated from others


 

Startling easily


 

Avoiding places or situations


 

Becoming confrontational and aggressive


 

Sleep disturbances, including insomnia and nightmares


 

Change in eating habits


 

Loss or gain in weight


 

Restlessness


 

Increase or decrease in sexual activity



Common Reactions to Trauma 



 

Emotional reactions


 

Sadness, grief, depression


 

Fear, inability to feel safe


 

Guilt


 

Anger, irritability


 

Numbness, lack of feelings


 

Inability to enjoy anything


 

Loss of trust


 

Loss of self-esteem


 

Helplessness


 

Emotional distance from others


 

Intense or extreme feelings


 

Feeling chronically empty


 

Blunted/flat or labile affect



Common Reactions to Trauma



 

Mental Reactions


 

Changes in the way you think about yourself, the world 
and other people



 

Heightened awareness of your surroundings 
(hypervigilance)



 

Lessened awareness, disconnection from yourself 
(dissociation)



 

Flashbacks and intrusive memories


 

Difficulty concentrating


 

Poor attention or memory problems


 

Difficulty making decisions



Emergency/Temporary Housing:     
Considerations 


 

Environmental Risk Factors


 

Instability


 

Crowdedness/Lack of privacy


 

Population–prevalence of substance abuse and mental illness


 

Noise/Chaos


 

Authority/Lack of control and autonomy


 

Survivor Responses


 

Fear of danger


 

Anxiety


 

Distrust


 

Fear of judgment


 

Shame


 

Disorientation


 

Sensory sensitivity



Importance of Trauma-Informed 
Delivery of Services



 

Knowledge and understanding of trauma 


 

Awareness of signs and symptoms


 

Welcoming and supportive attitude


 

Willingness to establish rapport and connection


 

Non-judgmental stance 


 

Calm and approachable demeanor 


 

Reassurance and comfort 


 

Proactive versus reactive response to crisis


 

Knowledge of community resources for referrals 
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