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Child Sex Trafficking- Breaking the Silence
Srey, was five when she was sold to a Cambodian brothel by her parents. At 6, she was rescued, but had undergone trauma that is almost unspeakable and left her HIV-positive. Tumpa was forced to marry at age eleven, and bore a son at age thirteen. After her husband one night poured kerosene on her and the baby and tried to set them on fire, she escaped to Calcutta, where her neighbor introduced her to prostitution. Kasunde was sent to Accra, Ghana when she was eleven when her father died. With her sister, she joined a brothel for some hard cash to send to their mother, who sold firewood for a living. She was just twelve when she took her first client. 

These children are all victims of child sex trafficking. Yes, what might seem like yesterday’s issue, but is still today’s taboo. And if we do not break the silence continually this problem will remain hidden instead of exposed to every human eyes. It becomes our duty to take the blinders off our eye so we can detect and report what is so visually apparent in some of our own communities.

So how can we better address this issue? We must first break the silence by speaking openly about it, create further awareness as to why and for whom it exists, and then fight for its exclusion. LISTEN; we cannot expect that law enforcement agencies can do everything for us.

In the world, there are 1.8 million other Sreys, Tumpas and Kasundes, each with their own silent, painful stories, according to the International Labor Organization in 2006. These numbers are only the “tip of the iceberg,” as only a tiny percentage of assaults are reported to the governments. Nearly 20 years ago, the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child was ratified. In Article 34, it clearly states that countries should take measures to “prevent the exploitative use of children in prostitution or other unlawful sexual practices.” Nevertheless, this dark, obscure, yet blooming sex industry is especially rampant in Southern Asia, accounting for nearly 50% of the worldwide trade in children, according to the Child Wise Tourism Report in 2004.
Hoping for a new and improved life, as well as oblivious of their fate, these children are sold and are taken away to the cities or to other countries in crates, in cargo, on transport ships. Once deported to their designate brothels, they are immediately trapped in the system of debt bondage: the debt paid to the trafficker by the brothel owner, which is then laid upon the child. The child has to service clients to pay off the debt to the brothel owner. Many children, both boys and girls are sodomized. ( ) Furthermore, they are also given hormone injections to speed the growth of their private parts and girls are compelled to have sex during their periods. Although children’s body tissues are easily damaged, and are more susceptible to HIV and other STDs, they often have no protection when servicing their clients. Moreover, most of the children in the sex industry live in small ‘cages’ with ten other youngsters, and are often starved lest they become ‘unattractive’ and ‘fat,’ and on top of this, they have more clients than their frail bodies can support. Somaly Mam, a former prostitute who runs shelters for the victims of Cambodia’s sex trade states in a CNN article in 2007 that gang rapes of child prostitutes are common, where attackers use plastic bags instead of condoms. Even under these conditions, they are constantly fined: if they indicate refusal or are disagreeable or when they are tired or sick…and as a result, their debt to the brothel owner constantly increases. They are coerced by the pimps with beatings and threats that their own family would be hurt if they try to escape. Caught in the dilemma between oneself and sacrificing one’s body, youth, and happiness for one’s family and community, the child has no choice but to bear that burden. ( ) Can YOU believe that such a burden is thrust upon the shoulders of children as young as FIVE?

Many obstacles have hindered the process of the child sex trade. First of all, it is a crime committed on children, who are mostly uneducated, impoverished, and lack self-esteem. Thus, the very victims of the crime are too ashamed or not aware of the only way they can be saved from their horrendous cycle: Reporting the offense. Their repeated experience of stigmatization, betrayal, and powerlessness, extinguishes their chances of escaping the trade and successfully reintegrating into society. The lucky few somehow manage to return to their communities only to find that they are swiftly ostracized and shunned as unclean. Depression and post-traumatic stress disorder are often exhibited by prostituted children –the same psychological effects exhibited by torture victims. Moreover, the committers of these crimes are not only foreigners who wish to fulfill their illegal needs out of the gaze of their own country, but also the very adults entrusted with the care and protection of children, ( ) such as teachers, child care workers, health professionals, police, and members of the clergy who use their authority and prestige to sexually exploit children.

( )

For the eradication of commercial sexual exploitation of children, what Carol Bellamy, the UNICEF Executive Director, called for in Geneva in December 2001 still holds true today; she calls for zero tolerance; or “stamping out every horrible facet of the commercial sexual exploitation of children.” ( ) Seven years have passed, ( ) but the toll on children who are affected by this trade in flesh only increases. To ensure zero tolerance, we cannot rely on Interpol, courts of justice and international agreements. LISTEN AGAIN. What we must realize however is that OUR own participation is needed, and individuals can make a difference. Even though the root cause for child prostitution is poverty an individual can alter many lives by not only supporting rehabilitation centers for victims, but also by reporting suspicious sightings of liaisons between adults and children whenever we can to the police. 
We are among the privileged few percent of the world where our human rights are guaranteed, and our voice is heard. It is our duty to use our privilege to protect thousands of vulnerable children who are denied general principles recognized by international human rights laws. If we truly believe in these fundamental rights, we should not be inactive; we should not flinch. We must take the blinders off our eyes, become crime-watchers, and report these abuses so that children like Srey, Tumpa, and Kasunde would be brought into the light. If we do not do this, all these children will live in the shadows like the living dead.
