Chiang Mai: Child sex stalkers find an indulgent new frontier
Dear colleagues and friends,

As the following report by Mark Baker in the Sydney Morning Herald shows, the scourge of child sex tourism and trafficking is getting worse and worse - in Thailand and elsewhere. In view of this, one may ask as to how effective the existing international campaigns actually are to protect youth from sexual exploitation in tourism.  

Yours truly,

Anita Pleumarom

Tourism Investigation & Monitoring Team (tim-team)

-----------------------------

http://www.smh.com.au/articles/2004/06/11/1086749894537.html?oneclick=true
CHILD-SEX STALKERS FIND AN INDULGENT NEW FRONTIER

Sydney Mornign Herald: June 12, 2004

Among pedophiles visiting Thailand are Australians in search of girls as young as eight, writes Mark Baker.

Sarah is eight years old. She lives and works on the streets of Chiang Mai, in northern Thailand. A member of the Akha hill tribe, whose wasted lands straddle the nearby border with Burma, Sarah survives by selling flowers to tourists who throng the city's bars and night markets.
The little girl is smart and pretty, but her moods swing wildly from cheeky exuberance to sullen depression. 

Sarah has a secret life she shares with many of the other children who roam the streets of Chiang Mai late at night, a secret she has confided to welfare workers. Sometimes Sarah's "aunt" - a middle-aged women who shepherds several young flower sellers - takes her to visit foreign men in hotels and guest houses. In an hour she can earn more than she does in a week badgering drunks to buy her wilting roses. Sometimes, she says, the men who pay 1500 baht ($50) to touch and use her are Australians.

Chiang Mai, a resort city famous for its dramatic mountain scenery and exotic tribes, is earning a new distinction in the world of tourism. It is has become one of the latest frontiers for international pedophiles exploiting Thailand's lax law-enforcement, indulgent attitudes to sexuality and easy access to desperately poor children.

Local welfare agencies, police and business leaders estimate that at least 20 Western pedophiles - about a third of them Australians, and many Japanese, Chinese and South-East Asians - live in and around Chiang Mai. They believe hundreds more pass through the area as tourists each year targeting children.

Some have built houses in villages close to the border with Burma and regularly bring children across for sex parties. Others are involved in private clubs in Chiang Mai where children are freely available. A charitable organisation in Chiang Mai founded ostensibly to help poor hill tribe families is known to recruit children for prostitution.

"It's very easy for foreign pedophiles to operate here," said Sompob Jantraka, director of the Development Education Centre for Daughters and Communities, a charity that helps rehabilitate victims of child abuse. "If they get into trouble it is also very easy for them to buy their way out." 

The arrest in April of businessman David Arthur, formerly of NSW, has highlighted the involvement of known Australian sex offenders in the area. Arthur, who ran a computer business in Chiang Mai for several years, was detained after the Australian Federal Police alerted Thai police that he had convictions for possessing child pornography and indecently dealing with minors.

Convicted and fined in Australia for harbouring three illegal immigrants - including an 18-year-old hill tribe youth he claims to have "adopted" - Arthur insists he has been set up.

In the cramped police lock-up where he is awaiting deportation to Australia, the 47-year-old claims the problem of child sex abuse in Chiang Mai is exaggerated by the media and law enforcement agencies. "A huge proportion of tourists coming to Thailand are single men who come here to get laid and to get laid cheap. Of course, some of them will be child sex offenders," he says.

A respected Western businessman who has lived in Chiang Mai for several years and asked not to be identified says there are "at least six Australian pedophiles" living in the area and many passing through. 

"There's an Australian farmer who comes in on holidays and gets all the little boys and takes them out of town, three or four at a time," he said. "One time there was an ex-ASIO guy. He was a high-ranking guy and he was into very little kids."

In a popular nightclub on the outskirts of Chiang Mai, a well-known British pedophile and long-time local resident boasts about smuggling children from Burma for parties where as many as 100 foreign men are bussed in by special invitation. "You can have anything you want. They are beautiful kids and they all know me," the man tells this anonymous stranger. 

"It's no problem. You can bring them across on a day pass - pay the guards a few bucks."

Sarah's friend Aimee is 14 years old. Two years ago an American in his early 30s called Bill took her on a tour of Thailand, during which she was repeatedly raped. Bill promised Aimee's parents money, but after two weeks he dumped her and fled the country without paying.

According to welfare workers, the deal was brokered by a foundation that claims to provide vocational training for hill tribe children, but is well known as a front for recruiting child prostitutes. Last week Bill was back in town. On a balmy evening he sat in the forecourt of the centre, a toddler on one knee and two girls aged six or seven playfully climbing over him. At a nearby table, two couples, the children's parents, sat morosely sipping cans of soft drink.

Somphob Jantraka despairs. "If you have the money it is easy to get children. The parents in these border villages are poor. Many are drug addicts with debts. They are desperate for money." 

He says the activities of Western pedophiles are part of a much bigger crisis of sexual abuse in which thousands of children are trafficked each year from Burma, Laos and China to the brothels of Thailand. Many are discarded after a few years once their youth has faded.

"Thailand is a safe and very friendly place for everyone," he said. "We have made it so easy for the people who want to abuse our country and exploit our children."
--------------------------------
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