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In this Jubilee Year of Mercy, Andrea Bezáková, CJ, (Bohdana), 

shares her personal experience while spending Christmas volunteering 

to assist Refugees, on the Croatian-Slovenian border in Dobova. 

 

Over the Christmas period of 2015, I worked as a volunteer and helped Refugees on the Croatian-
Slovenian border at the railway station in Dobova town.  

Because most people preferred to spend Christmas with their families, there was a shortage of 
people willing to help Refugees. Thus it was a challenge for me, as a religious sister, to live a ‘real’ 
Christmas and assist the ‘fleeing Holy Family’.  

I was still at home when I was informed that I would be on night shift, serving the refugees. 
I arrived in Dobova by train on 23rd of December at 10.00 P.M. and after depositing my travel bag 
at the temporary accommodation dwelling that had been specially built for volunteers and 
helpers, I immediately engaged in the preparation of packages for distribution to the Refugees. 
We also took winter clothes out of the stock, just in case the Refugees needed additional warm 
clothing as it was so very, very cold outside.  

On the border, i.e. at the Dobova station, several organisations were helping: the Police, the Red 
Cross, Civil Society, Caritas, UNHCR. We used protective masks and gloves and were continuously 
disinfecting our hands.  

After the first train arrived, I faced quite a few unexpected things:   

1. Firstly, I was quite shocked to see the sheer volumes of Refugees emerging from the train. 
There were families with many children. A lot of elderly people came out of the train. 
There were also many young people, most of whom were university students and there 
were even physically handicapped, wheelchair bound people.  
 

2. Neither did I expect the strength of bad odour which hit us when the train door opened. 
That bad odour lingered all the time, even when the Refugees queued to be registered.  
 

3. Registration took place directly at the station /border/, but in general, registration took 
place in a camp 2 km away from the station. In situations when the camp was overcrowded 
and registration could not be done there, the train station functioned as a registration 
place.  
Every train carriage was approached by a UNHCR employee with a loudspeaker speaking 
Arabic or a similar language which could be understood by the people. These UNHCR 
employees were mostly former Refugees themselves, but now living and working legally in 
Slovenia and eager to help with organisation and interpretation.  
  
During my night shifts I collaborated with an Iranian and a Tunisian, both of whom spoke 
fluent Slovenian. Once a train arrived, these colleagues stood at the front of the train and 
explained the situation to the Refugees, where they had arrived to and what they should 
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expect, so that the people were informed as much as possible and did not panic needlessly. 
That way, order and system could be maintained.  
After the arrival of a train, Refugees would be gradually transported by two buses to the 
camps. Sometimes the Refugees simply waited inside the train as police opened single 
carriages in stages.  
We approached the train windows and asked if they needed something urgently. For 
example, once a mother handed us her critically ill baby, out through the window.  Another 
woman was crying from the window, holding the health records of her husband, who was 
collapsing as his dialysis had long been due. When I approached her, I noticed a feeble man 
with a completely yellow face and around him 5 scared children.  
Another woman had collapsed inside the train and the Red Cross employees immediately 
took her on a wheelchair to a crisis treatment room, as her 4 year old child came running 
after them, crying, apparently an only child with her mother.   During the first wave of 
migration, a baby was born in the toilets at the train station in Budapest.  
 

4. Another unexpected matter was the fact that the Refugees had to queue for a minimum of 
two hours at night in the freezing cold in order to be registered on a database. Up to now, 
no convenient Refugee-registration system existed, especially within the EU, none had to 
register in each EU country and undergo these troublesome rituals, queuing outside in the 
freezing weather.  

However, registration is very necessary because these routes are misused by terrorist 
groups not only from the Islamic state from which many Refugees are escaping from but 
also from al-Qaeda, the Taliban and others. Apart from formal registration, the police were 
also on the lookout for terrorists, searching through migrants’ luggage and conducting 
mobile phone checks. 

During registration, children were crying because they were tired, sleepy and hungry, but 
above all, they were freezing cold.  We prepared milk in bottles for babies. And mothers 
dressed them in warm-up suits, winter boots, scarves, gloves etc. which we provided for 
them as they were not prepared for winter conditions or the freezing weather. Despite the 
numbers of people, we were able to help as many as possible as everything had been 
prepared beforehand. Clothes, bottles of water and food packs were to hand, in addition 
to hygiene and drugstore packs. It was good to help them feel a little comfortable at least. 
 

After registration, the Refugees were gradually transported by bus into a camp entirely made up 
of tents, where they received blankets on which they could lie on the ground and at the same time 
cover themselves. They could rest there for 2 to 8 hours. However, most of the time, the 
registration was happening in the camp, so sleep was an impossibility.          Unfortunately, there 
were only 3 showers in the entire camp, with no warm water. Neither was the number of toilets 
sufficient to serve all. This lack of basic sanitary requirements was a further blow to their human 
dignity.  

We noticed a man who regularly visited the camp and dressed in sterilised gowns, washed these 
very contaminated toilets and surroundings. It was finally disclosed that he was a Protestant 
Pastor who did this service as a kind of penance and wanted to do this anonymously.  

There was a tent in the camp that belonged to the Knights of Malta, where doctors from Slovakia 
served. They informed me that the most urgent health problems of refugees are influenza, high 
fevers, pneumonia... 
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After registration or rest in the camp the refugees were again transported by two buses back to 
the train station, where they gradually and quietly re-boarded the cold, unheated trains. Two 
policemen conducted additional registration while the groups were re-boarding the trains. One 
policeman grabbed each person, including children, and reported to another, whether it is a man, 
woman or child. The latter took a new record each time, before the trains departed, taking the 
Refugees to the Slovenian-Austrian border, where another registration took place.  

I was very troubled by this whole process, as in Slovenian a child is called an “otrok” (slave in 
Slovak). The atmosphere at this point gave me a sense of what it must have been like for the 
Jewish families being transported in trains by the Nazis to the concentration camps.  

Most Refugees came from Syria, Afghanistan and Iraq. When in personal conversations with them, 
I asked why they were fleeing. But they were unable to answer, just silence and tears started 
streaming down their faces. I realised I had struck the most sensitive chord.  

After a while they began to talk. They were bright, young students of every faculty, e.g. medicine, 
pharmacy, design, electrical engineering, programming etc. They explained that if they did not 
have to they would not flee, but their home country ‘Syria is not what she was...’ They spoke of 
Syria being a rich country where they once had their future. They now find themselves travelling 
to Europe into worse conditions, having once enjoyed a high living standard at home. But because 
of the war, their houses had been demolished, infrastructures no longer function, their 
universities where they started their studies no longer exist... They felt they had no other option 
but to leave.  

As I observed them from a distance, I realised that these people had already been traumatised at 
home. They had also been traumatised during their journey and unfortunately, their integration 
into any new society is going to be very stressful and psychologically demanding as well. 

Trauma from home is not only as a result of bomb attacks but also from being persecuted, 
intimidated or witnessing homicides of family members by terrorists. Not to mention rapes, which 
people are reluctant to acknowledge due to religious mores and harsh societal disapproval.  

Last year, approximately 3000 migrants died, mainly through drowning, during their attempts to 
seek refuge while being transported in inflatable boats. While on that journey, they often do not 
know where they are and are completely in the hands of traffickers who threaten to kill them. 
They come to Europe tired, distressed and without any knowledge as to what will happen to them 
next. Many suffer from post-traumatic stress syndrome, anxiety, depression and fear, all of which 
pose mental problems which will affect their health. In the future they are going to face many 
other problems, like finding a job and living on inadequate funds, coping with cultural differences, 
different mentality, climate etc.  

During my time volunteering, I was accommodated in a parish house with a community of 
Vincentians. The parish house was only 5 minutes away from the border and station where the 
Refugees were arriving. I found it poignant that on Christmas Day, a similar “Nativity Scene” was 
unwittingly being, re-enacted by the refugees and volunteers. It was really impressive, artistic and 
aesthetic to see the real drama of the fleeing ‘’Holy Family’’ happening only 2 km away!  

End. 
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