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81030 Castel Volturno

PROJECT:
 CASA SANTA MARIA DELL’ACCOGLIENZA, CASTEL VOLTURNO, 
The Spirit of the Lord has been given to me.  He has anointed me and sent me to give good news to the poor.  To proclaim freedom to slaves, to set the downtrodden free.  To proclaim the Lord’s year of favour.(Lk. 4:8-19)

Casa Maria Dell’Accoglienza is a house of welcoming established by the Catholic Archdiocese of Capua, in Italy and run by the Sisters of the Sacred Heart of Jesus, a Congregation of religious women from Nigeria.  The house was open in June of 2000 to be a place of love and compassion for women who have been trafficked into Italy from various countries of the world.  We work in collaboration with Combonian Priests. 
Castel Volturno has a large concentration of immigrants from all parts of the world with majority of them from Africa.   It is an area where many immigrants live illegally.  Many of them are victims of exploitation network of drugs and prostitution.  It is a place where many criminal acts are perpetrated, and private interest reigns greater than public good, a place for quick money.  Immigrants in Castel Volturno live on seasonal agricultural jobs which do not require the possession of immigration documents. 

 Our ministries in Castel Volturno include:

ROAD MINISTRY:  “Jesus went through all the towns and villages proclaiming the good news of the kingdom and healing all kind of diseases”

Since these young women stay on the roads to do their jobs, their clients meet them in a nearby bush or inside a car.   We go to meet them at their “place of work” on the lonely roads and streets.    We minister the gospel to them in company of some priests who with whom we work. We do this at day and at night, two times a week.  We sit together with the girls (sometimes round a charcoal fire during the winter) to talk about the gospel and to pray with them.  We listen to them as they share their woes with us.  Such problems include their worries about their families’ safety, what they go through from their clients, who sometimes kill or injure some of them, the trauma they go through from their ‘madams’, their lack of identity, and above all the guilt and shame that they feel each time they think of their way of life. 
 During this session, we counsel them, pray with them, and reassure them of the readiness of God to forgive them, if only they are willing to come out of that kind of life.  We will then leave them with the police hotline number in case any of them wants to discontinue.

In a single day we meet between 25 to 30 young women on these lonely and dangerous roads.   We trek for 4 to 5 hours each time we go to the roads.   Within a month we come in contact with 90-100 young women, white and blacks alike, all selling their womanhood and dignity in guilt and fear, and making money for another man or woman who controls them through the mobile telephone you see with them all the time.  They are expected to return to the madam, euro 100 to 115 daily.  This means one girl will meet 10 to 15 men a day, and more because she has to save some money for herself.  At the bush path that forms their place of work, they stand all through the day, except when they meet with their clients.  

The clients are men, young and old, ranging between the ages of 15 to 70 years.  Some of them are HIV infected.  The girls say that sometimes, some of their clients will want unprotected sex. This costs more.   Many of these clients are also married men.

HOUSE OF WELCOMING

Our second apostolate in Castel Volturno is taking care of those girls who choose to come off the road and quit prostitution.  We run a house of welcoming called CASA SANTA MARIA (ST MARY’DELL’ACCOGLIENZA (ST MARY’S HOUSE OF WELCOMING).  We admit in this project those who called the toll free police number we leave with them, accept to renounce the job, and make an undertaking with the police not to return to the roads.   The law requires that they denounce their madams.  Italian Government has provided a law called ‘Article 18’.  With this any girl who denounces her exploiters, makes an undertaking with the police, will be given assistance by the government and with proper documents can reside in Italy; she will be eligible to work also.  This law affects only those young women who were trafficked into Italy and forced into prostitution.  They can only benefit from this law if they are registered into projects established for this purpose.  

When a girl applies to join the project, she is interviewed.  We listen to her tell her story and respond to some questions that will be posed to her.  The aim is to make sure that she is not a spy for the syndicates and that she truly wants to leave the road.  If she is admitted, and if our project will not be safe for her, she will be sent to other projects where she is guaranteed safety because her madam will not be able to locate her where about.  If she will remain in our project, she will go through a program that will last for one year before she is given a permit to stay and to work.    Admission of girls brought by an outsider is done with great care in order to make sure she does not just want to get the papers and go back to her road.   When they are caught with out papers, they are immediately deported back to their country of origin.  In most cases however, many of them still find their way back to Italy.   

The program in the House includes:

The first three months involve 

a. an intensive orientation on the rules and regulations of the house, 

b. medical and psychological analysis, 

c. training in house management, 

d. training in Italian language, 

e. training on preparation of Italian food, 

f. a course in English, computer studies, 

g. batik making and sewing.  

h. Regular counselling 

i. Spiritual direction

After the three months, a six month permit to stay is issued to the girl; with this also she will be free to work while she continues in the program.  At the expiration of the six months permit to stay, she will receive one year permit to stay and work.  With this, she will complete her program and will be free to look for her own house.  Her permit to stay will be renewed for her again only if she has a stable job contract to show to the police.

During the period they will leave in the house, they receive spiritual and psychological counselling.  Spiritual exercises include prayer sessions, study of the Scripture and Catholic catechism.  Some of the girls, especially those from Nigeria are usually non-Christians.  They are not Moslems either.  They just did not go to any church while in Nigeria, though some of them claim to go to some of the Pentecostal Churches.   General instructions on the articles of faith are introduced to elicit conversion and also to enable them to deal with the issues of fear of the effect of the oath they took and other diabolical acts performed on them during their negotiation with the madams.   This oath is the major reason why some of them prefer to remain in the bondage until they have been able to pay off their madams.   The amount they will pay ranges from $50,000 to $80,000.  It may take 2 to 3 years for a particular girl to pay off this amount, depending on how fast she is
Another area of great attention is security.  Some of these young women are at risk when they denounce their exploiters.  They can be kidnapped or killed.  In fact for the Albanians, the consequence of leaving the roads is murder.  So great care is taken to secure the apartments.  Legal security is given to the girls especially those who have disowned their madams.  We minimise their reception of visitors in the house as well as restrict their movement as a security measure.   

Norms for receiving visitors, especially opposite sex, are spelt out to them during the orientation.  Their cell phones are kept by the house manager for the first one month.  This is to keep them from traced by their madams and also to prevent them from continuing contact with their clients.

For most of the girls, contact with their families is very important for them.  The safety of their family members is one of the major sources of worries for them.  The consequence of their decision to disown their madams and leave the road is the harassment of their parents by the agents of their madams in their country of origin.  In many cases, their parents are arrested by the madams and sometimes in connivance with the police, kept in prison until they will produce their daughters.  Our office in Benin City, Nigeria,(COSUDOW)  has been of great help in dealing with this matter.  If a particular victim agrees to give the identity of her madam or her agents, they office will give them warnings, and if they continue the harassment, they will be arrested by the police.  This has proven very successful and has minimised the ugly experiences.  With the success achieved so far, many of the girls are no longer afraid to take decisions to leave the roads.  

The girls while in the project enjoy free medical care.  A group of volunteer doctors are available to them twice a week for any kind of medical needs.  Casa Santa Maria dell’Accoglienza is equipped with various facilities to meet the needs of the project.  They also have free psychological evaluation and counselling.
It is not all work all the time.  The girls also have recreational facilities.  During the summer they participate in such games as volley ball, football and other outdoor games.  They have two free days in a week during which they are allowed to visit friends.  They must however return to the house on or before 6.00p.m.  The programs are operated in an atmosphere of love, true freedom and understanding.  This has made all the difference in the lives of these young women who have known only trauma and exploitation all through their stay in Italy. 

Since the inception of the House, about 83 young women have passed through the program.  Almost all of these seventy have been fully settled and are in contact with the Sisters.  Few of them were not successful.  

Our experiences have taught us to treat these young women with gentle loving care and much patience.  Most of them have been traumatised and many of them feel so much guilt.  Worst still many of them were recruited from remote villages at an early age of 15 to 16 years, many of them just out of primary school.  In many ways, they lack manners.  They have been treated like animals, used by their clients and abused by many who see them as idiots.   

Rehabilitation work with these young involves serious supervision and constant reminder.  They can be crabby and can sometimes be ugly with each other.  This is understandable considering their backgrounds and the ugly experiences they might have gone through in the hands of their exploiters.  The Nigerian girls are often very aggressive.  For those who do not understand the Nigerian culture and where these young women are coming from, it is always difficult to work with them.  Dealing with them requires some systematic reflection and planning.  One has to be firm but gentle.  You need so much patience and understanding.  Counselling sessions are very important.

MINISTRY TO IMMIGRANTS

Because Castel Volturno has a large population of immigrants from various parts of the world, our work in Castel Volturno includes pastoral ministry to immigrants.  Castel Volturno has an immigrant parish called Chiesa Santa Maria dell’ Aiuto run by the Combonian Priests.    Our ministry here includes: 


Teaching of Catechism


Youth Program


Family Life program


Family visitation

One important ministry of the Sisters in this place is that of reconciliation.  Our outreach includes both the exploiters and exploited.  The ministry of reconciliation here includes reconciling these brothers and sisters, who see themselves as great sinners and therefore have no need to approach the Lord, to them and to God.    We give glory to God that some of them are slowly making effort to turn to God.  Many of them have needs to be healed.  Many of them are without jobs and therefore are in great pains.  Many of them are refugees from different parts of the world, and have no where to lay their heads.  You see them roaming about the street in endless search for meaning and livelihood.  

We hope that one day this slavery, this sufferings, will come to an end.  Whatever has beginning must have an end.  Christ has taught us that with Him all things (good things) are possible (Mt. 19:26).  We continue to pray God to have mercy on his people. 
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