The problems of child trafficking and sex tourism remain rampant in SE Asia
Dear colleagues and friends,

In March, international press reports suggested that sex tourists had shifted to Brazil in great numbers after the tsunami heavily damaged Thailand's tourism business. Thailand was until last year the world's leading destination for sex tourists, according to Interpol. 

Recent surveys however clearly indicate that despite the tourism slump caused by the Indian Ocean tsunami and the efforts of local and international advocacy and rights groups, the problems of child trafficking and sex tourism remain rampant in Southeast Asia and are spreading to other regions as well. Experts say that poverty combined with poor law enforcement and corruption means that traffickers will continue to prey on children in Southeast Asian countries. 

In this Clearinghouse, we present news and views from Thailand on the current situation. In addition, we are sharing an article on NGO efforts to fight the worldwide scourge of child sex tourism. 

Yours truly,

Anita Pleumarom

Tourism Investigation & Monitoring Team (tim-team)

---------------------------------------------
Bangkok Post: 9 June 2005

HUMAN TRAFFICKING: BOYS BEING TARGETED  

By Theerawat Khamthita  

Chiang Rai - The problem of human trafficking has gone from bad to worse with an alarming rise in the number of boys being victimised, said a social activist.

Sompop Chantraka, director of Development and Education Programme for Daughters and Communities, said that he has been working on the problem for 16 years and seen it worsen dramatically.

Besides women and girls, more boys have become the targets of trafficking rings, he said.

Mr Sompop said that internal conflicts in Burma had contributed to the problem - for example, the trafficking of Shan people who might be forced into or willingly take up prostitution.

He was speaking at a meeting with officials from the Social Development and Human Security Ministry and the committee dealing with sexual abuse of women and children who were following up on measures to prevent human trafficking in the northern provinces.

Saisuree Jutikul, who heads the committee, said that the MoU Thailand signed with countries in the Mekong sub-region should help solve the problem.

She said the government's plan to approve 500 million baht to tackle human trafficking should provide a major boost to the authorities concerned.

Pol Maj-Gen Chamnong Kaewsiri, chief of the Chiang Rai police, said that the anti-money laundering law had been effective in tackling human traffickers.

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

http://www.canada.com/vancouver/story.html?id=4a1a830a-d0e4-4cf5-90ad-d1fcf6f2ae93
EFFORTS TO COMBAT CHILD SEX TOURISM 

By Camille Bains

Canadian Press: Friday, June 03, 2005

VANCOUVER -- They're tropical paradises that beckon tourists to a carefree time in the sun and sand, but destinations like Cambodia, Thailand and Costa Rica are increasingly becoming magnets for foreigners who prey on impoverished children for sex.

ย 
Non-governmental organizations in several countries are joining forces to combat the problem they say is leaving vulnerable children enslaved to tourists who commit such acts overseas.

Carol Smolenski, executive director of EPCAT -- End Childhood Prostitution, Child Pornography and Trafficking -- said there is little research on child-sex tourism because it's been such a low priority.

But anecdotal evidence suggests the problem is growing, Smolenski said from New York, where she heads the U.S. branch of the international organization based in Bangkok.

"It's easy to find poor kids who really need the money or people who want to make money by selling them when there are these rich tourists coming to town who believe it's OK," she said.

Smolenski lauded Canadian authorities for the country's first prosecution earlier this week under the child-sex tourism law, which was enacted in June 2002 and no longer requires the consent of the foreign country where allegations of sexual abuse took place.

Donald Bakker of Vancouver received a 10-year sentence for 10 sexual assaults that included girls between seven and 12 in Svay Pak, Cambodia, where Bakker videotaped his graphic exploits.

Simon Buck, a spokesman for Beyond Borders, a Canadian non- governmental organization that had planned to participate as a third-party intervener in Bakker's sentencing submissions before his surprise guilty plea, said the group is concerned that Bakker may return to Cambodia to exploit children once he is released from prison.

"We're going to do what we can to make sure that the federal government does something about passing laws which prevent him from travelling overseas," said Buck, who is also a Vancouver lawyer.

Smolenski said her group is working on an international voluntary code that about 100 companies -- including hotels, tour operators and travel agencies - - have signed to try and prevent child sex tourism.

The aim is for companies to train staff such as taxi drivers to be on the lookout for people who exploit children and put up notices, in cabs and hotels, for example, to let foreigners know such activity is a serious crime.

Most of the participants so far are based in Europe and Japan, but in the United States, only one business -- Carlson Companies, which runs the Radisson chain of hotels among others -- has signed on, Smolenski said.

"In the United States there does not seem to be the same corporate responsibility, the same way there is in Europe, where companies market themselves by saying 'see how responsible we've been,' whereas here companies market themselves by saying 'see how good we are at getting you places."'

World Vision began its Child Sex Tourism Prevention Project about 15 months ago and is running an aggressive ad campaign to target sex tourists.

The project was first implemented in Cambodia, Costa Rica and the United States and will soon be expanding to Mexico and Brazil, said director Joe Mettimano.

It includes 30-second messages on CNN at 39 airport gates in the United States before passengers board their planes.

"What we're trying to say in these messages is if you sexually exploit a child overseas you're going to go to jail back in the United States," Mettimano said from Washington.

"These are not soft messages, these are messages based on prison and law enforcement and crime."

All United Airlines flights destined for Asia and Latin America also run the same ad.

In target countries, World Vision has signs in airports and billboards en route to hotels warning so-called sex tourists about the criminal ramifications of such activity.

The CNN ad is also played on hotel televisions and print ads are run in local tourist magazines, Mettimano said.

While such messages are meant to deter sex tourists, Mettimano said they wouldn't work on pedophiles who travel to foreign countries specifically to exploit children.

For that reason, World Vision works with U.S. Immigration and Customs Enforcement officials overseas when they encounter children in trouble, he said.

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

The Nation: 15 May 2005 

EDITORIAL: 

WHEN WILL WE FACE UP TO THE SEX INDUSTRY 

Paedophiles continue to come to Thailand because they know they can count on lax law enforcement and general apathy

The half-hearted, intermittent crackdown on paedophiles, whether foreign tourists or local, attempting to buy sex from underage children has given the lie to the country’s supposed commitment to better protecting its young. A prime example is its recent attempt to shed its notoriety as one of the sex capitals of the world with an expensive public-relations and tourism promotion blitz. The government has been trying hard to foster a better image for the country by showing off its natural beauty and rich cultural heritage.

Still the seedier side of the country’s many attractions continues to be a big draw.

Particularly ugly and reprehensible is the proliferation of child prostitution around the country, especially in Bangkok and other cities that receive large numbers of tourists.

Prostitution is big business and a fact of life, and there is no denying that much of it is home- grown and aimed mostly at Thai men.

At the same time, a significant number of foreigners come to this country because of the cheap and widespread sex industry, some of them in search of an opportunity to have sex with minors with relatively little risk of being prosecuted.

The latest case involves an American citizen who teaches English at a well-known school who has allegedly been buying sex from two boys under 18.

This reminds us of the sordid reality that some people come to Thailand because they assume they can easily buy sex from minors, something they would not contemplate doing in their own countries because of the heavy penalties, effective law enforcement and social stigma attached to such behaviour.

We must assume that they come here to indulge in paedophilic activities because they know that most of the time they can get away with it. In other words, it is likely that the decision to come to Thailand is a calculated one, based on the low probability of being caught and punished.

It is not too difficult to explain why child prostitution continues to be a lucrative business here: police corruption, the apathetic attitude of ordinary Thais and the hypocrisy of the government all play an important part.

Foreigners who come here to prey on underage children are only exploiting the opportunities available to all, Thais and foreigners alike, who have the money and the inclination. It is simply easy for anyone to buy sex any time anywhere.

Adults of either sex could perhaps be forgiven for knowingly choosing to make a living by selling sex, rationalising it as a mere business transaction, but it is shocking to see a growing number of children going down this sordid path well before they are old enough to make rational decisions of their own.

Many of these youths are the product of poverty-stricken, dysfunctional families. They are allowed to fall through the social safety net, left to fend for themselves and prostitute themselves, while ordinary Thais look on with a remarkable sense of detachment.

As long as they are not in any way related to these unfortunate young people by blood, most Thais have no problem ignoring the sight of underage children soliciting potential clients.

The police couldn’t be bothered, and the government has more important things to worry about, such as a possible shortfall in tourist revenue in the aftermath of the tsunami, a situation made worse by escalating violence in Muslim South and lingering bird flu.

As a society, Thailand remains undecided about what sort of image it wants to project. As a tourist destination, Thailand has arrived as one of the world’s major tourist destinations thanks largely to the wide range of attractions on offer. Apparently we choose not to abandon our sleazy sex industry simply because we are not prepared to forego the chance to make money from it.

Indeed the hospitality and friendliness of the Thai people, our best assets, could be better employed for more dignified, honest and productive uses.

Thailand must decide what route it wants to take, whether it really wants to shed its cheap-sex- capital status and start making a real effort to protect its young or let the amoral status quo remain. As a middle-income developing country, Thailand cannot claim not to have a choice.
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NOTE: The articles introduced in this Clearinghouse do not necessarily represent the views of the Tourism Investigation & Monitoring Team (tim-team).

