TRAFFICKING OF WOMEN AND CHILDREN IN SOUTH-EAST ASIA

In South-East Asia each year, poverty causes over 225,000 people, mostly women and children, to be lured from home, trafficked and forced into prostitution. 

By Mikel Flamm 


It is estimated that more than two million people worldwide are being trafficked each year, the majority of whom are women and children. Within the South-East Asian region alone, over 225,000 are transported across borders, according to United States State Department statistics.


Trafficking was more often associated with the illegal trade of goods across borders, namely contraband and particularly drugs. However, over the past 10 years this trade has taken a giant leap forward to include the trafficking of human beings, mainly women and children. Often tricked into believing they will be given legitimate work, these people soon find themselves caught in a web of exploitation and deceit, ending up in the sex trade, which generates funds that exceed the amount made in the drug trade, estimated at between $6 billion and $7 billion per year.


Although there are no hard accurate numbers, the United Nations Children's Fund (UNICEF) estimates that in the past 30 years trafficking of women and children in Asia for sexual exploitation has victimised over 30 million people. These victims usually come from poor families, lured into promises of a better life for themselves and their families. They might be offered a job or an education, while others are kidnapped and sold by friends and family members for profit. It is a ruthless business where money overpowers basic human rights.

            Traffickers often use local people in a community or village to find young women and children, and target families who are poor and vulnerable. In some situations, family members   sell  children  to  middlemen  or  traffickers.   The   parents  are  deceived  into                                                                                                                                       

believing their children will get a good job or an education, and out of respect for their parents the children will do as they are told. However, most of the time they end up in a brothel or other business where they are forced to have sex with clientele.

            Christa Crawford, an American lawyer currently working on a special project for the United Nations that is aimed at providing governments in the region with ways to strengthen and develop anti-trafficking legislation, said: ‘One of the major problems with making arrests is that people do not want to be used as witnesses against the agents or gangs involved in trafficking. Since there are no witness protection programmes here, there is always the fear factor of being harmed later on. Consequently, few cases ever reach a conviction. 

‘In the United States, there is the Trafficking and Violence Protection Act of 2000, which each year produces a report on anti-trafficking efforts in 89 countries. In this Act, each country is categorised into one of three tiers based on their compliance with the Act and their country's level of commitment in combating the criminal activity, particularly in the areas of prosecution, victim protection and public education.’ These are: Tier 1 (make good efforts); Tier 2 (not a good job, but some effort); Tier 3 (nothing is being done).


Poverty will always remain one of the root causes for women and children to be lured into prostitution. In Asia and the Pacific alone, where roughly one-third of the world's population of seven billion lives, nearly one-fourth lives on less than $1 per day. 

            Ms Crawford further said: ‘Cambodia has been in Tier 3 for the past two years, and in January of this year closed down the Svay Pak brothel area, partly believed to change their standing from a Tier-3 rating. It remains a source, destination and transit country, and although the Government has been pressured by the various international agencies that operate in Cambodia to address the issue, few arrests are made. Other countries in the Asia Pacific region under Tier 3 are Burma and Indonesia, which basically make little or no effort to crack down on the exploitation issue. 

‘Thailand is listed under Tier 2 as it remains one of the major players - as a source, destination and transit country for trafficking purposes of women and children. Victims from the neighbouring countries of the Lao People's Democratic Republic, Myanmar and China are trafficked through Thailand on their way to other destinations, such as the United States, Japan, Taiwan, Australia and Europe.’

            Although Thailand has a law against trafficking, investigations and prosecutions have been very limited. Known evidence of police involvement with brothel owners, accepting bribes and basically ‘looking the other way’, has hindered the success of actively making a difference in trying to eliminate the exploitation of women and children.

            ‘In Thailand, the under-age issue is not as bad as before,’ said Ms Crawford. ‘A lot of crackdowns have either caused it to go away from being as open as it had been in the past, or forced it to go underground where it is harder to monitor. As before, there used to be a lot of girls under the age of 15. Now we are seeing many 17-year-olds. For Thai nationals, it is easier for a man to get an under-age girl or boy than it is for a foreigner.’

            The recently published United Nations Global Report on Crime and Justice states that 40,000 to 50,000 Thai women are illegally working as prostitutes in Japan, where their passports are taken away and they are forced into a harsh reality they must endure until their debt is repaid.

            Before its closure, Svay Pak, known as K-11 and located 11 kilometres outside of Phnom Penh, was one of the notorious brothel areas in the province. Consisting mainly of Vietnamese girls ranging in age from as young as 11 to the early 20s, the majority had been trafficked from Vietnam and sold by family members or friends. There are an estimated 900 or so girls in this community.

            On one particular visit to this brothel with Ngo Kim Cuc during our research for our book on street children of Vietnam, we spent two separate days with a brothel owner and her girls. As customers came and went, the mamasan (madam) freely explained the details of the operation. Most of her girls came from the south-western provinces of Vietnam, namely Long An, An Giang, Song Be, Kien Giang, Cam Tho and Ho Chi Minh City.

            ‘Once the girls are brought to me by an agent, I must pay from $350 to $400 for a virgin girl, or from $150 to $170 for a girl who is no longer a virgin. When a customer requests a virgin, we arrange for a hotel where he can take the girl for one week. For this I charge him $300 to $400,’ she explained. 

As we sat with her, two women arrived with a girl who appeared to be around 14 to 15 years old. The mamasan excused herself and met with the women as the girl stood off to the side of the room with her back to us. One of the brothel girls went over and spoke a few words to her, then took her by the hand and led her through the rear door. We watched as the mamasan opened a drawer and took out and handed a sum of money to the younger woman. A paper was signed and they left.

            After the transaction, the mamasan spoke to us saying she was happy to have a new girl in her house. ‘She is very pretty and very young, just 15 years old. My girls are happy to stay here with my family. We live as one family. I provide for them a place to live and work, and they can earn some money for later. They are from very poor villages in Vietnam, so we are able to help each other out.’

            On another occasion, I interviewed a 16-year-old Cambodian girl named ‘Sa’ who had been recently rescued from a brothel near Phnom Penh. She spoke in a soft voice, almost difficult to hear, but the terror of her experience was evident in her eyes. ‘I was tricked by a friend of mine from the village,’ she said. 

About two weeks earlier, she had been approached by an older girl who had explained that she knew of a restaurant where Sa could get work to help out her family. ‘I believed her. I didn't tell my mother because I wanted to surprise her. My friend took me to a Chinese restaurant outside the city where we met the owner's wife. She said that the job was to be at another restaurant they owned a short distance away. But when we arrived at the other place, it did not look like a restaurant. I was taken to a small room and told to wait until someone came to see me. My friend told me not to worry and said she had to go. 

‘After a short time, another woman came into the room and said that there was no job for me in the restaurant but that I would be doing another job instead. She said I could not leave, that I would be staying there from then on. I then realised I had been tricked. A woman brought a man into the room and since I had never been with a man before, I was told what to do. I was so frightened. She said that I would be beaten if I did not do as I was told.’

For the next week, Sa was forced to sleep with several customers until the brothel owner sent her to another place to work. Her mother had no idea where she was and contacted a police friend who made the rounds of the brothels and eventually found her after nearly two weeks. The brothel owner did not want to release her until the policeman insisted upon it. 

Sa was lucky to have survived her ordeal. Taken to a local non-governmental organisation (NGO) in Phnom Penh, she was sent to a children's centre and eventually relocated to another NGO that assists girls rescued from the sex trade. A social worker with the children's organisation said: ‘We did not think it was safe to return Sa to her home yet. She needs extensive counselling, as do most of tthe girls who are rescued. It is a trauma they must live with for a very long time.’

            According to the United Nations Development Fund for Women (UNIFEM) an estimated 500 to 1,000 Cambodian children beg on the streets of Thailand, mostly in Bangkok. Scores of them roam the bar areas of the city selling flowers, gum, candy and sex.

            I met some Vietnamese girls with a group of Cambodian and Indian children on several occasions in one of the bar areas of Bangkok. One of them, who said she was 11, mentioned that on several occasions foreign men in the bars where she sold flowers wanted to have sex with her but she had refused and run away. 

Speaking in English, she said that she and her sister lived in Bangkok with a Thai family and children from India and Cambodia. They were expected to sell all their flowers and return home with money equal to the amount they were given, otherwise they were beaten; and often they were pressured by the police to hand over part of their earnings or be arrested.

            Poverty will always remain one of the root causes for women and children to be lured into prostitution. In Asia and the Pacific alone, where roughly one-third of the world's population of seven billion lives, nearly one-fourth lives on less than $1 per day. To get out of their poverty cycle, they are easily led into disastrous situations and taken advantage of by middlemen and agents who see them only for exploitation purposes. Some, if they are lucky, find a way out, but for every one who survives there are those who remain at the mercy of being pulled into the reality of exploitation and daily survival. – Third World Network Features No. 2555/03, September 2003
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