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Yoga Therapy in Practice

Taking Yoga out of the Studio and into a Refugee Camp

By Mounia Moalla

France, [ have been involved in humanitarian work for sever-
al years in children’s education and health,

Convinced of the role of yoga as a therapy for displaced people
and victims of war, | applied for a 2-week volunteer mission with
genocide survivors in the camp of Serres in northern Greece. This
mission was proposed by Lifting Hands International (LHI), a non-
governmental organization that provides an array of services 1o the
refugees living in chis camp.

f s a hospital pharmacist, yoga teacher, and yoga therapise in

Introducing Yoga Where and How It's
Needed

What motivated me to take up the challenge of this mission was
hringing yopa as close as Pnssihh: o Prnph: who need it. For 2 weeks
1 was able to introduce the practices’ benefits to the women and
men who took refuge in this camp, The people there are mostly
Yazidis, an ethnic minority in northern Irag, who suffered deep psy-
chological and physical trauma and had traveled thousands of kilo-
meters before arriving in the camp.
Coming from a culture far removed
from yoga, it took time for many of the
participants to rid themselves of the prej-
udices they had abour this discipline and
o decide to participate in my classes. To
get this to happen it also helped thar |
could speak with them in Arabic (my
native language) and explain the benefits
of the exercises. My Auency in Arabic was
a definite advantage that allowed me to
gain their rruse as well as their adherence.

Building in Safe Choice

| was able to offer sessions for women for several hours every day,
applying the principles of trauma-informed yoga. I was also able w
offer different sessions for men, who were very cautious ar first, as
they thought of yoga as “a spore for women” and that it was “about
sitting down and closing your eyes.”

With every class [ raught postures as well as adapred breathing
exercises to bring participants moments of well-being in a very dif-
ficult daily environment while ar the same time striving to avoid
triggering memories of rauma. | favored postures of openness (e.g.,
tatddasana [mountain pose] with arms opened), rooting (e.g., vrik-
sazma [tree pose] and balesana [child's pose]), and self-confidence
(eg., virabhadrasana [warrior pose|, matarajasana [dancer pose]).
We also practiced relaxing breathing exercises such as diaphragmat-
ic breathing and sads shodintna (alternate-nostril breathing).

One student rold me that she pracrices the diaphragmanic
breathing before sleeping and that she noticed that she slepe better
afterward. Another student/beneficiary of the classes told me that he
used the half bridge pose for back pain and that it gave him consid-
erable relief,

Adapting to the Environment

To bring yoga as close as possible to the women in the camp, we cre-
ared, along with LHI volunteers, defined spaces and rimes dedicar-
ed to yoga in the tent of women's manual activities. By reorganizing
the interior of this tent, | was able to have a space for several mats
and offer sessions to those who wanted to practice with me while
allowing other women to continue their hand crafts (crochering,
kniwting, ewc.) and learn a bir abour yoga from afar—perhaps
becoming curious. Several of them joined the sessions afterward 1o
discover the real benefits of the exercises.

Practicing yoga in this difficult environment was a daily chal-
lenge. | had o adapt to the surrounding noise and focus on the
fatigue and the psychological and physical stare of each of the par-
ticipants to ensure that every session broughe its benefits despite all
the constraints,

Other imporeant factors during these sessions were accepting
laughrer and intrigued looks and raking the time to explain, in sim-
ple words, the benefits of the exercises,

An Unforgettable Experience

Diuring my mission, | provided a training on
post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), its
n'l.a:l'l.:lgl:rn::nh a.f“j thﬂ !‘Dll: u{— yug:l 'I!J'I::mp}r
for the volunteers of LHL. | also offered a
yoga class to them to thank them for all that

they had given me during this mission and 1o
. offer them the benefits of yoga, like peace
and comfort, that they need daily.

To maintain this dynamic around yoga
classes in the community center, [ proposed
to be available for the next volunteer yoga
teachers should they need my advice and
experience in yoga therapy and rtrauma-
informed yoga. | also designed a yoga session 1o serve as a model for
furure volunteers that avoids postures and exercises that can trigger
trauma, practices such as the cat/cow exercise and rapid breathing
like kapalabbari (skull-shining breach).

This unforgertable experience, so rich on both a human and a
professional level, touched me deeply, and allowed me to participare
in proving that voga can adape 1o all needs and all places to bring its
benefits. Yoga has no limits or borders.

My time in the refugee camp also allowed me to share the val-
ues of yoga—patience, acceprance, and self-esteem—with people
who need them most, YTT

Mosnia Moalla, PAD, is a hospital pharmacist and yoga profesional
wha participated in introducing yoga therapy into French baspitals. She
offers individualized in- and outpatient consultacions and workshops,
collaborates with health centers in Switzevland, and is a volunteer
expert in trauma-informed yoga for Lifiing Hands Tneernational
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