PROTECTING STATELESS
PERSONS FROM
ARBITRARY DETENTION

PERSONAL STORIES

Poland is not my country, but what is my
country? I have nowhere to go and no one
cares.
They said - you have no passport so we have
to put you in detention. But I came to you
willingly - I argued. They never listened, if you
have no papers, everyone thinks you are lying.
GASORE, STATELESS FORMER DETAINEE IN POLAND, ORIGINALLY FROM RWANDA
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Tsegaye was born in Addis Ababa, to an
Eritrean mother. After being deported to
Eritrea with her family, she escaped to
Sudan when she was just a teenager in order
to avoid compulsory conscription. After
crossing the desert and the Mediterranean
Sea, she ended up in detention in Malta for
eight months although she was still a minor
at the time. Finally released on account of
her age, but rejected by the Office of
Refugee Commissioner, she was adopted by
a Maltese family when she was 17 years old,
thereby becoming a Maltese citizen.
Without this adoption, she would not have
been recognised by any state.

Davin was born in the Kurdish region of Syria.
He says that, along with many other ethnic
Kurds from Syria, he has been stateless since
birth. Wanted by the authorities for having
organised a gathering in the Kurdish
community, and having being arrested several
times and beaten up severely, Davin decided to
leave his country and his family and look for
safety. Upon reaching Malta in 2012, he was
detained for seven months. At one point he
unsuccessfully tried to escape to another
European country as he found detention too
hard to cope with. He was recognised as a
refugee in 2013 but remains stateless.

Arif (pseudonym) is a middle-aged man - an
orphan from Bangladesh. In 2007 his friend
helped him to travel illegally to Italy. Living
undocumented in Europe for several years,
he came to Poland in 2011. As he did not
fulfil conditions under Polish legislation to be
granted permission to stay, he was detained
in the Guarded Centre for Foreigners for
the purpose of forced return. The Polish
authorities approached the Bangladeshi
embassy several times during his detention,
but they never received any answer. As his
identity was not confirmed within the
maximum one year detention period, he was
released and still lives in Poland. With no
place to go, he lives at his friend’s apartment
awaiting for the return decision or
information that he has been granted
tolerated stay.

Gasore (pseudonym) is an orphan from
Rwanda. His parents, both Rwandan nationals,
were killed when he was a child and he has
never had any identity documents. Without
any knowledge about his origins and exact
place of birth, he moved to Tanzania and then
to Europe. Finally he came to Poland. The lack
of identity documents led to his detention,
following which he applied for asylum. With no
travel documents and having had his asylum
claim rejected, the Court subsequently
prolonged his detention in the Guarded Centre
(a closed immigration detention facility) with a
view to deportation. As his identity was not
confirmed he spent the maximum period of 12
months in detention.
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IBRAHIM’S STORY
Ibrahim was born in Sierra Leone and grew up with his grandparents in the countryside, where his grandfather
hunted for bush meat. In order to offer him more opportunities in life, and to protect him from the dangerous
situation in Sierra Leone, his parents decided to send him to his aunt in the Gambia.
There he spent a few years living in a refugee camp with his relatives. Despite his several applications to be
resettled, he was not chosen. He decided to leave this country of refuge to move northwards to Europe, where to
him everything seemed possible and human rights were respected.
After travelling in rough conditions and surviving the crossing of the Mediterranean Sea, Ibrahim arrived in Malta
where he was placed in a detention centre. The conditions were simply horrible. One day, a group of detained
minors complained about their time in detention and, faced with silence as to their fate, a riot erupted in the centre.
The Malta Armed Forces quashed the riot violently, beating, tear-gassing and shooting rubber bullets at the
detainees. Ibrahim was one of the detainees who were arrested after this riot and put in prison for an additional 6
months. Criminal proceedings are on-going.
He twice met representatives of the Sierra Leonean authorities, with a view to confirming his nationality, and twice
they did not recognise him as a national. Ibrahim was eventually released from detention after 24 months, but the
Maltese authorities are unable to deport him. He is left in a legal limbo, a failed asylum-seeker and without a
nationality.
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Boris (pseudonym) is a young man originally
from Gyumri (Leninakan) in the former
Soviet Union who arrived in Poland with his
family at the age of two, shortly before the
break-up of the USSR. Neither he nor his
family members have ever obtained
Armenian citizenship. After several years of
living in Poland irregularly, all members of
his family, other than him, were granted
tolerated stay status. An attempt at
deportation led to his detention, which was
extended several times. While still a
teenager, Boris spent almost 11 months in
the Guarded Centre for Foreigners, after
which, he was finally granted tolerated stay
status and released.

Farid (pseudonym) is a middle-aged man from
Pakistan born to Pakistani parents. He lived his
whole life believing that he was Pakistani.
However after he came to Europe his passport
was destroyed and he was placed in detention
while the authorities attempted to confirm his
identity. Due to the fact that his asylum claim
was rejected while being in the guarded centre,
he spent the maximum period of 12 months in
detention as the state attempted to remove
him. Still, no travel document was issued to him
within one year by the Pakistani Diplomatic
Post and he was finally released from the
Guarded Centre.

Mohammed is a stateless Bidoon from
Kuwait. He is in his 30s and arrived in the
Netherlands on a fake passport in April
2013, hoping to escape the utter exclusion
faced by the Bidoon community in his home
country. Even though his statelessness is
well-established, he spent two months in
border detention, and has spent the last 8
months or so in a ‘freedom-restricting
location’. At the time of writing, he was still
there.

Yusuf is a young man from Somalia, who came
to the Netherlands in 2009. He is a member of
the often-discriminated Bajuni tribe from the
south of the country, close to the border of
Kenya. To this date, the Dutch authorities
doubt his Somali origins, and have presented
him to the embassies of Kenya and Uganda
instead. These embassies denied his
citizenship, and Yusuf has been detained twice
as attempts to arrange his deportation
continue.

Ivan (pseudonym) is a 46-year old man
originally from the Soviet Union. He was
born in what is now Uzbekistan. Fleeing the
country in 1990, he drifted through several
countries before finally arriving in the
Netherlands in 2002. Ivan can neither obtain
Russian nor Uzbek nationality. He is HIV
positive, has chronic hepatitis C and suffers
from post-traumatic stress syndrome. He
has been in and out of alien detention, losing
about three and a half years to
imprisonment.

Pamma is a middle-aged man from rural India.
He was smuggled to the Netherlands in 2000,
in search of a better life. It was the first time he
left his country. Pamma never possessed any
proof of his Indian citizenship. He was detained
twice, for a total period of about 20 months. He
has approached his embassy countless times,
but without proof of identity they will not
facilitate his return. He is in ill health and
survives with the help of a few concerned
compatriots.
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ANGELA AND CHRISTINA’S STORY
Both Angela and her younger sister Christina were born in Azerbaijan; 26 and 24 years ago. They fled their home
country following ethnic conflict between people of Azeri and Armenian heritage, arriving with their parents in the
Netherlands in April 2002 – 13 and 11 years old at the time. In early 2004 their claim to asylum was rejected, and
for years the family moved from one crisis shelter to another. Countless efforts to obtain new travel documents
were made, but Azerbaijan refuses to cooperate. As even voluntary return to their home country proved impossible,
immigration authorities then concluded that the family should 'return' to Armenia instead. “Going back to
Azerbaijan we accepted, but not Armenia!” Angela recalls indignantly. “You can't sent a Dutchman to Belgium just
because he understands Flemish. Send us to our country of origin, not to the neighbours”. It turned out to be a moot
point, as Armenia also refused its cooperation in providing the necessary paperwork.
Time passes. By repeatedly re-applying for asylum the family retains their right to shelter most of the time. The
Dutch authorities never manages to effectuate their expulsion. The father continues to visit the Armenian embassy.
The consul reacts angrily when he sees him for the umpteenth time. The father pleads with him and asks if his family
may travel to Armenia after all, despite never having lived there. The consul simply says: "you can visit us a thousand
times, without Armenian documents this will never work". Then, in September 2012, the family receives a message
calling them to travel to Zevenaar, in the east of the Netherlands, and to bring their luggage. "My mother already
had a sense of foreboding", Angela recalls.
"Dad was as pale as the wall when the aliens’ police ordered our detention”, Christina remembers. "It's like we were
criminals, we weren't allowed to speak." Angela was exempted, as she still happened to have a pending procedure
that prohibited her detention. Still, the officials told her, “you might as well come along – it's 99% certain we'll detain
you anyway”. "I'll never forget that, it was merciless", Christina says, crying as she relates the story. Without Angela,
the rest of the family was first transferred to a regular police cell in Almelo, where they were stripped of their
clothes, inspected and placed in separate cells for the night. "My mom fainted", Christina tells. "I didn't understand
what was happening, but the assistant public prosecutor told us that we hadn't cooperated. I told him we did and
that we had evidence of this, but he only said we could show this in the detention centre”.
The family was transferred to Rotterdam. A cavity search was performed and the mother fainted once again. This
time they were placed in a shared cell. The family attended their hearing over Skype, from the detention centre.
They had dreaded the moment, as many other of the people in custody had spent four, six or eight months there
already. However, two days after the hearing they were released, and compensation was paid. In total they spent
'only' two weeks locked up, but the damage was done. "We grew up much too quickly, that's for sure”, Christina says.
“I've stopped thinking about the future. Now I just live from day to day". Angela plans to travel the world, if this mess
ever gets resolved. For the moment though, "the documents I do have tell me I’m of 'unknown nationality'. Officially
I still don't exist."

