25 January 2005

Tsunami Aftermath - The situation of sex workers 

Dear colleagues and friends,

Thai women rights activist Sukanya Hantrakul has devoted an essay to the many unknown sex workers who perished to the tsunami on 26 December.

Yours truly,

Anita Pleumarom

Tourism Investigation & Monitoring Team (tim-team)

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

The Nation, 25 January 2005

SLEEP IN PEACE, YOU UNKNOWN DAUGHTERS OF THE ANDAMAN SEA

By Sukanya Hantrakul

In Nam Khem village of Phang Nga’s Takua Pa district alone, where the whole village and most of its population of less than 1,000 were swept away – assumed missing or dead – on December 26, it is estimated that about 200 sex workers, mostly Thai, working in four brothels must have died.

The tragic truth is that even though humanitarian and women’s organizations could estimate how many sex workers in all six provinces hit by the tsunami were missing or dead, exact statistics and identification will remain impossible.

Not that they had no loved ones. Their whereabouts were hardly ever reported, if at all, even when they were alive and working. Young women of Mon and Burmese origin – plying their trade in Ranong, catering to fishermen – were probably luckier to have died or gone missing than their counterparts, men and women alike, who survived the ordeal. These survivors have since been herded into the backs of trucks and returned to Burma.

 Dr Pierre le Roux, a French ethnologist based in Phnom Penh, observes in his most recent research on prostitution that freelancers in Thailand are highly mobile, traveling between Bangkok, Pattaya and the South. 

We hardly need an ethnologist to tell us that our excellent road network and extraordinary 24-hour interregional bus services ensure these young women’s mobility to any destination they deem profitable.

The high tourist season along the Andaman Sea during December and early January means just one thing for anyone in the sex industry. Indeed, few hotels, bars, karaoke joints or pubs in tourist areas operate without sex workers available, whether prominently displayed or discreetly provided.

After the tsunami, as we all saw, the bodies of foreign tourists were of great concern, making big headlines and discussed among heads of state. Never, however, was there ever a mention of those missing or unidentified who might have been sex or migrant workers. NGOs have been trying to investigate and correct this imbalance. Let’s hope that their reports will not be too little to late, as it is easy for governments to deny recognition and humanitarian – let alone compatriot – responsibility.

It’s hard to believe that Japan waived its notorious iron immigration rules and regulations during the devastating Kobe earthquake in 1995, which killed more than 6,800, in order to expedite finding or identifying the missing and dead. Thai Immigration did just the opposite in the South after the tsunami. It seems evident that the Thai government has far more to learn from the Japanese government than a tsunami warning system alone. Thaksin [Shinawatra, the Thai prime minister] should be reminded that there were a number of Thai workers, both legal and illegal, in Kobe at that fateful time.

Le Roux has observed that most female sex workers in the South come from North and Northeast Thailand, and prostitutes coming from the South are a recent phenomenon that started only a few years ago, particularly after the 1997 [financial and economic] crash. 

Loved ones not knowing their exact whereabouts is bad enough, but these women’s families are poorer than those of the mobile globetrotting tourists. Domestic travel is expensive for them, and in most cases they cannot travel far. Coupled with the tug-of-war in the identification process between the Ministry of Justice and the National Police, it is understandable why so many locals have taken to protesting. In the end, if it takes too long or is too much trouble to bother with, even locals will drop the matter, let alone those who must travel from Chiang Mai or Chiang Rai or Roi Et.

May be it’s time to remember those five charred corpses of young women found with chains in a brothel in a Phuket fire two decades ago. It took years to establish the identity of one victim, and a few more years in criminal and finally in civil court – almost 10 years together – for the case to arrive at its proper conclusion. The perpetrators were put behind bars and monetary compensation was paid to a broken-hearted mother from Chiang Mai province who sold her two cows just before the fire, for the money to go and rescue her daughter in Phuket, where an agent had promised to find her a dish-washing job.

True, cruel cases like this are extreme. But the stark truth is that sex workers, in the South and elsewhere around the country, are mostly unidentifiable, even when they are alive and working, thanks to false identities and fake addresses.

In the Phuket fire, attorneys from women’s organizations were unable to trace to any village the names and addresses given them by friends and colleagues of the five charred victims, with whom they spoke at Phuket Hospital just after the fire. Only two seemed to give genuine addresses, but it turned out that the women did not live there after all. 

It will thus be a miracle if we were able to come up with a comprehensive list of missing or dead sex workers in the six tsunami-hit provinces. 

Sleep in peace, you unknown daughters of the Andaman Sea. Those who survive and those who feel concern, please act quickly before the currents recede completely and others are hit even harder by the “Thaksinomic” economic and social strategies* . 

[* Critics of “Thaksinomics” predict that the prime minister’s current economic strategy is bound to fail, pushing more people into poverty – and, ultimately, more young women into prostitution.]  
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