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Introduction 
Commercial sexua l exploitation o f the gir l child i n the Asian regio n i s a complex phenomeno n tha t 
covers sexua l exploitation o f girls for financia l a s well as other consideration s i n a  wide range of 
circumstances. Se x touris m an d traffickin g ar e particular manifestation s o f a wider problem of 
sexual exploitation o f women an d girl s for economi c gain . The phras e i s used i n thi s paper i n a 
narrow sens e t o refer t o sexua l exploitation i n sex tourism an d i n trafficking withi n countrie s an d 
across national borders . The pape r wil l discuss this particular form o f commercial sexua l exploita -
tion o f girls within an d between Commonwealt h countrie s o f Asia, an d th e link s that have emerge d 
in the se x trade between Asi a an d region s outside Asia . 

Sex tourism has manifested itsel f only i n some countries , while traffickin g represent s a  more 
common proble m tha t ha s surfaced i n many countries . Trafficking i s the wider problem, eve n 
though i t does not necessaril y emerg e i n countries i n which girl s are exploited i n sex tourism . 
Commonwealth countrie s i n the region have becom e par t o f the problem o f sex tourism an d 
trafficking becaus e the y eithe r provide th e girl s or the clients . The phenomeno n o f cross border 
trafficking ha s created a  situation wher e som e countrie s have foreign national s involve d i n the se x 
trade an d als o provide girl s for cros s border trad e i n commercialised sex . 

In th e past , man y nationa l lega l systems distinguished betwee n yout h an d childhoo d s o that onl y a 
pre-adolescent gir l under 1 2 or 1 4 years would have been considered a  child. However , th e nea r 
universal ratification o f the UN Conventio n o n th e Rights o f the Child (1989 ) ha s made i t clea r 
that th e concep t o f childhood ca n be interprete d t o cover girl s under th e ag e of 1 8 years. The ter m 
"girl-child" wil l be used i n tha t sense , i n thi s paper. This extende d definitio n ha s particular signifi -
cance i n Asia. An adolescen t i s invariably considere d a  woman rathe r tha n a  child. The lega l age 
for expressio n o f consent t o sexual intercours e an d o r marriage can be as low as 12 , 1 4 or 1 6 years. 
The phenomeno n o f the sexua l exploitation o f girls thus becomes linke d with th e wide r problem of 
the sexua l exploitation o f adult women i n a n environmen t whic h parallel s enslavemen t an d 
bondage rathe r tha n autonomou s involvemen t i n "sex work" by individua l choice . 

The Incidence of Sex Tourism and Trafficking: 
Some Current Trends 
Sex tourism i n the Asian regio n occur s i n some countries i n the Commonwealt h a s well as some 
non-Commonwealth countries . Within th e Commonwealth , se x tourism o r a  tourist industr y 
geared t o the institutionalise d exploitatio n o f children ca n be found i n some countries . Many non -
Commonwealth countrie s ar e familiar wit h se x tourism an d have a  tourist trad e which i s linked t o 
prostitution. Client s fo r th e trad e come fro m establishe d industrialise d countrie s a s well a s the 
newly industrialise d economi c powers of Asia . 

Trafficking withi n an d acros s borders by contrast i s found i n many o f the Commonwealt h countrie s 
of South Asia . Extensive traffickin g i n girls and women withi n an d acros s borders i s considered a n 
entrenched featur e o f the se x trade. I t i s difficult t o delink th e flourishin g se x trade i n non -
Commonwealth countrie s o f Asia from th e se x trade i n Commonwealth countries , particularl y 
because th e client s for Eas t Asian prostitutes ar e male tourist s from som e Commonwealth countries . 
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In view of the widespread natur e o f the problem i n Asia an d it s very nature a s an illega l activity , i t 
is difficult t o estimate th e numbe r o f children involve d i n the sex  trade, or the number s o f girls as 
opposed t o boys affected b y sex tourism and trafficking . Availabl e informatio n consistentl y indicate s 
however, tha t wher e adul t female prostitutio n exists , increasingly young adolescent s an d ver y smal l 
girl-children ar e being absorbed int o the commercia l se x trade. It i s evident tha t ther e i s a growing 
demand b y male clients for sexua l activity with virgins or girls in the younger ag e group. Th e 
prevalence o f adult female prostitutio n i n Asia thus tends t o both foste r an d furthe r entrenc h th e 
commercial sexua l exploitation o f girl-children . 

In al l these countrie s ther e i s a high incidenc e o f girl prostitution. Th e phenomeno n o f boy prosti-
tution i s in general no t s o widespread, an d i s concentrated i n specific countries . Boy prostitution i s 
associated an d linke d t o tourism an d i s also associated i n general with beach resorts . Young girls, 
and girl-childre n see m however t o be more vulnerable an d placed a t greate r risk of being exploite d 
in the commercia l se x trade . 

The availabl e statistic s an d estimate s i n regard t o some South Asian countrie s ar e found i n a  range 
of publications. There ar e discrepancies betwee n governmen t an d non-governmenta l organisatio n 
(NGO) estimate s an d thi s data canno t b e authenticated . Dat a ca n therefor e b e best described a s 
"impressionistic". Though th e dat a has not bee n disaggregate d b y gender, th e impressionisti c 
estimates indicat e tha t girl s are most vulnerable t o exploitation i n the commercialise d se x trade . 

Although th e statistic s on prostitution an d traffickin g tha t ar e available may not b e accurate , the y 
create a  general picture o f the realit y o f young children, especiall y girls , enslaved i n prostitution . 
The commercia l natur e o f the transactio n indicate s tha t marke t rule s of supply and demand impac t 
to deprive childre n o f their right s t o grow and develo p an d b e protected, eve n thoug h thes e right s 
have al l been guaranteed b y the nea r universa l ratificatio n o f the UN Conventio n o n th e Right s of 
the Child . 

Tourism an d th e deman d o f visitors for se x with childre n clearl y foster prostitutio n an d traffickin g 
across borders, even a s it encourages an d stimulate s th e loca l trade . The involvemen t o f loca l 
entrepreneurs wh o lin k t o internationa l operator s institutionalise s th e phenomenon an d give s i t 
legitimacy. I n some countrie s a  local trade flourishes wit h th e complicit y o f small time operator s 
who become procurer s for tourists . 

"Safe houses " used by both tourist s an d loca l patrons ca n b e found no t merel y i n beach resort s bu t 
in other area s of the island . Taxi drivers, small hoteliers an d hote l employee s have becom e procur -
ers for tourist s an d locals , while childre n themselve s becom e procurer s who obtain chil d prostitute s 
for clients . The phenomeno n o f the ofte n wealth y travellin g mal e paedophile fro m Commonwealt h 
countries visitin g Asian countrie s a s tourists, ensures tha t the y have opportunitie s t o make contac t 
with loca l racketeers. Together the y establis h "saf e houses" and a  network o f clients who continu e 
to trave l i n the region an d creat e a  demand fo r th e sexua l services of children provided i n differen t 
countries. The availabilit y o f modern mean s o f communication includin g th e Interne t ha s facilitat -
ed the growt h an d expansio n o f these enterprises . 

In al l countries i n Asia ther e appear s t o be a  growing demand b y men fo r sexua l experiences wit h 
young girls , both locall y an d i n sex tourism, 1 and i t i s estimated tha t th e averag e ag e for chil d prosti -
tutes has dropped fro m 1 8 to 12-1 3 years. Myths connecte d wit h sexua l intercours e wit h virgin s as a 
way of sustaining sexua l potency create s a  demand fo r very young girls . The ide a tha t se x wit h 
virgins does not creat e a  risk of HIV/AIDS ha s further entrenche d th e deman d fo r virgins . 
Customers no w see m to move directl y int o villages i n what i s known a s "one step trafficking" s o as 
to abduc t o r obtain virgin s for sex . Virginity i s sometimes simulate d b y treatment i n a  brothel wit h 
pills and drug s that resul t i n bleeding o n intercourse . Though ver y young boys are used by travellin g 
paedophiles wh o visi t countries a s tourists, young girl s are placed a t greater risk of sexual abuse . 
Paedophiles, a s well as tourists from th e Wes t an d neighbourin g Asia n countries , ar e increasingl y 
demanding saf e se x with virgins o r sex with ver y young an d "exotic " Asian girls . Wealthy mal e 
tourists from th e newl y developed Asia n countrie s patronise ver y young Asian girls . 
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Cross border traffickin g i n South Asia i s fostered b y the practice o f child marriag e which i s 
traditional o n th e subcontinent . Girl s are lured int o brothels i n other part s o f a country o r acros s 
borders, with th e promis e o f marriage. These childre n ar e taken acros s borders i n arduous lan d 
journeys under primitive conditions . They ar e eventually absorbe d int o th e se x trade to serv e 
tourists and paedophiles . The girl s and thei r families ar e often dupe d int o thinkin g tha t the y ar e 
being transporte d a s brides for foreign men . I n fact th e solemnisatio n o f fake marriage s i s a path t o 
becoming trappe d i n brothels a s child prostitutes . Cross border traffi c take s place o n known route s 
and som e countries have become bot h sendin g and receivin g countries . 

The deman d fo r young girl s in the se x trade i n Asia i s thus leadin g to exploitation o f girls from lo w 
income familie s i n organised crimina l enterprise s connecte d t o trafficking i n human beings . In 
addition i t i s fostering othe r grav e crimes such as abduction, kidnapping , force d prostitutio n an d 
illegal detention whe n thes e girl s are kept i n brothels i n conditions o f illegal detention an d 
bondage includin g th e phenomenon o f "cage prostitutes" . 

There i s clear evidence i n the researc h an d cas e studies tha t sal e and traffickin g int o prostitution i s 
with th e complicit y o f parents, relatives an d friends an d peopl e known t o the children . Thoug h 
some lo w income parent s particularly i n South Asia ma y be duped by promises o f what ar e i n fac t 
fake marriages , parents an d families o f low income childre n force the m int o prostitution an d barte r 
them t o settl e debt s o r for othe r financia l considerations , i n the knowledge tha t beaut y an d virgini -
ty increase the deman d fo r ver y young girls . 

The natur e o f these illega l activities , makes the girl s more vulnerable t o extreme violence . They ar e 
controlled b y the owne r o r procurer wh o has paid fo r them . They suffe r physica l injury , rape , abus e 
and beatings an d ar e exposed t o sexually transmitte d disease s and liv e in poor working conditions . 
They als o suffer fro m complet e socia l isolation , an d have n o suppor t syste m excep t tha t whic h i s 
found withi n thei r place of work. There i s less documentation o f violence associate d wit h bo y 
prostitution. 

Child prostitutio n als o fosters th e connecte d commercialise d trad e i n child pornography , an d thu s i s 
both a  source of supply an d deman d fo r thes e publications . Child prostitute s ar e coerced o r 
stimulated t o participate i n sexual activity fo r th e purpose o f making th e product . They ar e also 
made t o view these product s an d perfor m simila r acts . Child pornograph y i s thus doubly exploita -
tive. Photographs an d vide o films o f child pornography hav e a  local market an d ar e also distribute d 
widely overseas . 

The deman d fo r chil d prostitutio n an d pornograph y provide s a n incentiv e t o tou r operator s t o 
organise sex tours, while some commercia l establishment s ar e known t o provide service s i n the for m 
of sex tours for thei r business associates , a s a reward fo r goo d performance. Th e reactio n o f Japanese 
and Korea n women' s group s agains t thi s type of sex tours indicate s th e exten t t o which se x touris m 
has become entrenched , particularl y i n Asian countries . Organised touris m an d business practice i n 
some East Asian firms  thus encourag e client s t o patronise chil d prostitutes an d brothel s wher e 
young girl s are sexually exploited . Japanese an d Korea n women' s groups have collecte d data , an d 
published pamphlet s o n se x tours organise d b y the trave l trade . They have demonstrate d a t airport s 
and engage d i n a  public campaign t o compel trave l agent s to conform t o a  code o f practice i n regard 
to tou r operations . They fee l tha t the y have bee n successfu l i n containing th e incidenc e o f sex 
tourism. 

In recent year s an NGO, En d Chil d Prostitutio n i n Asian Tourism (ECPAT ) ha s spearheaded a 
campaign t o persuade th e trave l trad e t o react agains t th e phenomenon o f sex tourism involvin g 
child prostitution , traffickin g an d pornography . 

Sex touris m an d th e commercia l sexua l exploitation o f children appear s t o have create d a  situatio n 
where girl s are exposed t o trafficking an d enslavemen t i n prostitution, whil e boy prostitutio n 
flourishes i n an environmen t wher e childre n ar e self-employed, an d solici t for client s individuall y o r 
in groups or even ac t a s procurers fo r clients . 
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Many women trafficke d acros s borders i n South Asian countrie s ar e supposedly migran t worker s 
who ar e offered fak e jobs. Women fro m Asi a who expec t t o obtain work i n other countrie s find tha t 
they have bee n duped, an d en d u p a s illegal immigrant s exploite d i n prostitution. These wome n 
workers sometimes fal l int o th e ag e group under 1 8 years and ca n therefor e b e considered a s girl-
children exploite d i n prostitution. Prostitutio n connecte d t o interna l migratio n fro m on e are a t o 
another i s also a phenomenon familia r t o developing countrie s i n South an d Sout h Eas t Asia. 2 

The phenomeno n o f young girls in the olde r ag e group migrating oversea s voluntarily fo r employ -
ment o r willingly becoming "mai l order" brides and endin g up a s prostitutes, i s an emerging trend i n 
the sexua l exploitation o f young girl s from Asia . 

The mai l order bride business3 involves women, bu t als o includes young girls below the ag e of 1 8 
years. The racke t i n "mai l order" brides, i s initiated invariabl y with th e consen t o f a young gir l 
looking fo r greener pastures , though famil y pressur e t o contrac t a  glamorous marriag e i s also a facto r 
in persuading the m t o take the ris k of contracting a  "marriage" with an y unknown foreigner . I n an y 
event thes e girl s are placed i n a  situation o f total dependence an d vulnerability t o exploitation i n 
prostitution. 

The globalisatio n o f the phenomenon o f trafficking ha s created crimina l networks within countrie s 
even a s it has encouraged internationa l crim e syndicate s tha t mak e larg e profits i n the se x trade. I n 
the near absenc e o f regulations o n mone y laundering , untaxe d profit s ca n be transferred b y the m 
with th e complicit y o f local officials . Th e existenc e o f crime syndicates , both loca l and foreign , 
which thriv e o n th e se x trade i n women an d children , encourage s corruption , whil e i t undermine s 
effective la w enforcement eve n when ther e ar e lega l controls agains t thes e activities . Though polic e 
and officia l response s can be co-operative, ther e i s potential fo r bribery and corruption . Borde r 
controls ca n be completely ineffectiv e whe n immigratio n an d la w enforcement authoritie s ac t i n 
collusion wit h traffickers , an d themselve s abus e women.4 I t has been difficul t t o motivate politica l 
will, to initiat e la w reform o r proactive policies , and obtai n a  committed officia l respons e t o th e 
phenomenon o f child prostitution . 

The Causes of Commercial Sexual Exploitation5 

Poverty an d economi c deprivatio n ar e often considere d th e majo r cause s for chil d prostitution . 
However, ther e ar e indicator s tha t i t i s poverty combine d wit h unstabl e family relationship s an d 
consumerism tha t plac e children a t risk of sexual exploitation withi n thei r communities . 
Inadequate resource s have been allocate d t o the provision o f basic needs suc h a s health, sanitatio n 
and educatio n i n many developin g countries . 

It i s also clear tha t ne w marke t economi c policies , and internationa l policie s such a s structura l 
adjustment, hav e resulted i n a  cut back o n employmen t opportunitie s a s well a s "safety nets " of 
health an d educatio n wher e they existed . This has placed lo w income familie s an d childre n unde r 
greater ris k of destabilisation i n family relationships , an d communit y suppor t systems . The ga p 
between ric h and poor has increased , an d ther e i s a struggle for surviva l and high unemployment , 
even a s the ne w economi c policies flood market s i n low income countrie s with a  variety of 
consumer good s tha t ar e not accessibl e t o the vas t majorit y o f people who desire these items . Th e 
push for migratio n fro m rura l t o urban area s within Asia n countries , and oversea s migration i n 
search o f employment, represent s a  phenomenon o f "economic refugees " -  thos e seeking a  new 
world o f employment opportunitie s tha t the y believe exis t and wil l provide a  strategy for famil y 
survival a s well as access to baubles tha t onl y money can buy . 

The economi c contex t a s well as the facto r o f unemployment an d poverty an d consumeris m 
encourage lega l and illega l migration. The Asia n experienc e show s tha t migratio n ofte n become s a 
path t o prostitution. I t links with trafficking , an d als o places th e worke r i n a  situation o f 
dependence unti l loan s obtained hav e bee n paid off . Migratio n the n lead s to debt bondag e i n 
prostitution. 
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The economi c contex t als o creates a  predatory famil y an d communit y environmen t i n which som e 
of the wors t exploiter s ar e parents, family members , relatives o r friends. Wha t ar e described a s 
"traditional communitaria n Asia n values " become distorted , encouragin g th e exploitatio n o f 
children rathe r tha n providin g the m wit h family an d communit y suppor t an d care . Family value s 
regarding obedience t o elder s combine t o give legitimacy t o the exploitatio n o f children i n general , 
and girl s in particular . 

In some countries an d communitie s i n Asia, traditiona l practice s foste r prostitution . I t i s easy fo r 
girls from thes e communitie s t o be absorbed int o th e commercia l sex  trade. The legitimac y o f chil d 
marriage i n the countrie s o f the sub-continen t o f India, als o encourages courier s t o purchase youn g 
girls under th e pretex t o f solemnising traditiona l marriages . In some countries , values of 
subservience o f girls to family authorit y an d th e filia l dut y t o contribute t o family surviva l ar e 
manipulated i n a  consumer cultur e t o give socia l legitimacy t o parental exploitatio n o f children i n 
prostitution. I n those circumstances i t i s girls more than boy s who ar e pressurised int o prostitution . 

This corrosive consumeris m impact s on childre n themselve s an d has created th e phenomeno n o f 
the self-employe d chil d prostitut e wh o solicit s for sex , alone o r i n a  group, or even act s as procurer 
in order t o purchase an d obtai n consume r goods . Boys more tha n girl s then fin d themselve s trappe d 
in thi s type of prostitution whic h the y canno t escap e by the exercis e o f the sam e individua l choice . 
These childre n als o become vulnerabl e t o exploitation b y traffickers, procurer s o r pimps, who ac t a s 
intermediaries fo r individua l client s o r criminal syndicates . 

The curren t economi c environmen t therefor e ha s perpetrated an d develope d rathe r tha n eliminat -
ed the exploitatio n o f girls in prostitution. Th e earlie r limite d deman d fo r gir l prostitution t o serv e 
foreign client s tha t wa s created by the establishmen t o f foreign militar y bases has been absorbe d 
into a  new an d expandin g commercia l sex  trade i n Asia tha t i s linked t o tourism . The economi c 
prosperity o f the North an d som e countries has created a  demand fo r sex  a t littl e cos t with Asia n 
children, mainl y girls , which i n turn encourage s a  continuous supply . The abduction , kidnappin g 
and forced prostitutio n o f Asian girl s represents th e mos t violen t for m o f this exploitation . Th e 
travelling paedophil e fro m th e Wes t seekin g exotic Asian children , o r the wealthy Asian touris t 
seeking sex with virgins , create a  constant deman d fo r eve n younger girl s and boys . The profitabl e 
nature o f these enterprise s a s unregulated business , encourages investmen t fo r quic k profits , a s well 
as criminality a t the highes t levels . The absenc e o f political wil l to intervene , an d th e weaknes s of 
cross border an d immigratio n control s an d la w enforcement wher e law s do exist , become a  cause 
and par t o f the manifestatio n o f the problem. The focu s o n effort s t o "rehabilitat e th e victim" an d 
"wean childre n awa y from th e trade " are not effectiv e i n reducing th e problem because the y do no t 
present a  real challenge t o the legitimac y o f the sex  trade i n children. Inevitabl e argument s o f 
"national sovereignty " are also used to legitimis e th e disinclinatio n o f governments t o ente r int o 
bilateral arrangements , eve n whe n the y ar e mandated b y the U N Conventio n o n th e Right s o f th e 
Child whic h ha s been ratifie d b y most countrie s i n Asia . 

The lo w status of girls i n many Asian countrie s an d th e attitud e o f social legitimacy t o crimina l 
assault an d othe r act s of violent criminalit y perpetrate d agains t them , als o foster sexua l abuse an d 
exploitation i n the sex  trade an d prostitution . There i s evidence tha t girl s who ar e raped an d 
sexually abuse d i n the family ar e socially alienate d an d marginalise d s o that the y run awa y or leav e 
home an d becom e eas y prey to pimps an d procurers . The concep t o f son preference i n som e 
countries an d th e subordinat e rol e o f females i n the family i n many countrie s o f East Asia lea d t o a 
denial o f life chance s fo r girls . Early marriage o r migrant wor k i s considered a  first option i n lo w 
income familie s whic h ma y be willing t o shed a  burden b y taking th e ris k of a young gir l travellin g 
unaccompanied t o a  distant place . In th e wors t cases , intimidation , violenc e an d force d prostitutio n 
will be considered par t o f the fat e o f a girl from a  low income family . Sh e i s expected t o submit t o 
family authorit y o r give in to the demands o f a feudal overlord . Sellin g her int o prostitution thu s 
becomes sociall y legitimat e an d acceptabl e treatment . Ther e i s some evidence tha t girl s from lo w 
income familie s ar e actually sold a t public auctions held i n remote area s or openly bartered an d 
traded int o prostitution . 
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The prevalenc e o f armed conflict s i n the regio n has also made girl s from ethni c communitie s mor e 
vulnerable t o commercia l exploitation , particularl y i n cross border trafficking . Man y o f these girl s 
are refugees, displace d person s or internall y displace d person s seeking internationa l protection -
Girls from thes e groups can easil y be recruited int o prostitution b y couriers an d pimps who ar e als o 
known t o ente r camp s and site s where thes e group s are located s o that the y ca n eithe r abduc t 
children, o r persuade families t o part with the m fo r a  modest payment . 

The Impact of Trafficking and Commercial Sexual 
Exploitation on Children6 

The natur e an d incidenc e o f child prostitution an d th e comple x we b of causes indicate s dramatical -
ly the manne r i n which al l the right s o f children guarantee d i n the U N Conventio n o n th e Right s 
of the Chil d ar e infringed whe n childre n ar e sexually abuse d i n thi s manner . They ar e denied th e 
right t o survival , growth an d development , thei r righ t t o be protected fro m exploitatio n an d abuse , 
and i n most cases , their righ t t o exercise a  choice i n regard t o the kind o f life the y would lik e t o 
have. 

It i s clear tha t girl s are exposed t o health risk s such a s HIV/AIDS, sexuall y transmitte d disease s 
and vagina l infections . The y ma y be forced t o have sexua l intercours e durin g menstruatio n an d 
denied medica l attentio n whe n the y contrac t sexuall y transmitte d diseases . The deman d fo r se x 
with a  virgin expose s girl s to specia l forms o f abuse. They ar e forced t o tak e drug s and treatmen t t o 
force the m t o service man y client s o r hasten growt h o r simulate virginity . They ar e often denie d 
food o r meals . They ar e locked u p and thei r physica l libert y i s restrained s o that the y canno t 
escape. A brothe l fire  some years ago and a  raid reveale d tha t girl s had bee n manacle d an d chaine d 
in th e premises . Girls suffe r violen t physica l abuse , repeated rap e an d sodom y a s they ar e hande d 
to differen t brothels . The ac t o f "breaking a  virgin" i s often ritualise d i n abusive treatment , i n 
order t o condition he r t o have se x repeatedly wit h severa l men an d destro y her sens e o f dignit y 
and persona l identity . Effort s ar e sometimes mad e t o simulat e virginit y throug h treatmen t wit h 
pills or drugs that caus e vagina l bleeding . Permanen t injur y i s often cause d t o the sexua l an d othe r 
organs since young girl s are immatur e fo r vagina l an d ora l intercourse . Commercia l traffickin g i n 
girl-children, therefore , ha s al l the manifestatio n o f sexual slaver y an d bondage . There i s no 
exercise o f choice excep t i n a  very rare case where a  girl may voluntarily decid e t o solici t for se x 
with olde r men . 

Since boy prostitutes i n the few countrie s where th e phenomenon exist s often operat e a s self-
employed prostitutes , i t would appea r tha t the y ar e less exposed t o such violence an d physica l 
abuse. Boys, however, als o face health risks , risks of permanent damag e t o genita l organs , and ca n 
contract HIV/AID S an d sexuall y transmitte d diseases . 

The psychologica l stress , trauma an d sens e of guilt vary with th e natur e an d exten t o f abuse, an d 
will thus clearly be different i n the cas e of boys and girl s used i n prostitution. I t has been found tha t 
many boy prostitutes continu e t o go to school . Girls kept i n brothels o r other location s i n slave-lik e 
conditions wil l clearly be denied an y access to education o r the chanc e t o acquire lif e skill s that wil l 
provide opportunitie s fo r regula r employment . 

Trafficking seem s to affec t girl s more tha n boy s and the y ar e thus more displaced an d alienate d fro m 
their environment . Traffickin g i n Asian boys for came l riding i s a known phenomenon an d ca n lea d 
to sexua l abuse. 7 However, th e highes t incidenc e o f trafficking fo r sexua l purposes i s found i n Asia n 
girls. For this reason girl s are more vulnerable t o abduction , kidnappin g an d rape , including gan g 
rape. In th e process they ar e exposed t o higher risk s of disfigurement an d murder , an d beatings tha t 
cause permanent injury . 

Girls also run th e ris k of pregnancy an d al l the physica l an d psychologica l stresse s associated wit h 
pregnancy. I f they have children , the y becom e furthe r marginalise d an d pushed int o prostitution t o 
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survive and suppor t a  child. They ar e also under pressure t o face abortion , abando n thei r childre n 
or give them u p for adoption . 

Prostitution dehumanise s a  girl, stereotypes her int o a  position o f hopelessness an d reinforce s he r 
subordinate statu s i n relationships wit h men . Sh e i s made t o feel lik e merchandise wit h no huma n 
or individua l identity , an d thi s process i s part o f her subjugatio n a s a man's sex slave. The phenome -
non o f child prostitution therefor e entrenche s gende r discriminatio n agains t girls , and ca n 
undermine othe r effort s withi n countrie s an d societie s t o move toward s a  recognition o f thei r 
human right s a s citizens t o equa l lif e chances . For these very reasons girl s seem more subjec t t o 
abuse an d exploitatio n b y parents, and bot h mal e an d female relatives . They see m to have fewe r 
chances t o escape from abusiv e relationships an d star t a  life o f their own, both befor e an d afte r 
being drawn int o prostitution . 

The Response to Commercial Sexual Exploitation of 
Girl-Children in Commonwealth Countries of Asia 
It has been observe d tha t th e problem o f commercial exploitatio n o f the girl-chil d i n Asia has link s 
to trafficking an d prostitution i n non-Commonwealth countrie s o f Asia. I t has also been noted tha t 
clients who create a  demand fo r th e commercia l sexua l exploitation o f girls come from bot h 
Commonwealth an d non-Commonwealt h countrie s o f Asia. The commercia l sexua l exploitation o f 
girl-children als o has deep rooted socio-economi c cause s and specifi c implication s whic h mus t b e 
addressed i f effective strategie s an d action s ar e to be developed t o deal with thi s problem. Bilatera l 
agreements, inter-countr y co-operatio n an d effectiv e lega l and policy changes based on a n interdis -
ciplinary approach , see m vita l i f there i s to be a  meaningful respons e t o the problem. This type of 
holistic approac h ha s i n general bee n lacking . 

1990 was declared th e Decad e o f the Girl-Chil d i n South Asia . However th e Sout h Asia n 
Association fo r Regiona l Co-operatio n (SAARC ) Decad e Pla n o f Action fo r th e Girl-Chil d 1991 -
2000 does not refe r t o sexua l exploitation a s a priority concern thoug h i t has a  statement whic h 
requires eac h countr y t o accep t th e commitment s o f the globa l goal on "improvin g protection fo r 
children i n difficul t circumstances " developed b y the Worl d Summi t fo r Children (1990) . A n 
expert pane l o n childre n ha s been se t up but i t has not bee n active , though man y conference s wit h 
government an d non-governmenta l participatio n hav e bee n held t o discuss the situatio n o f the girl -
child. Accurate statistica l dat a i s not availabl e bu t countr y experience s base d on micr o studies of 
the problem i n general an d individua l cas e studies have bee n collecte d an d shared . A SAAR C 
Conference o f officials an d NGOs hel d i n Colombo i n 1995 , specifically addresse d th e issu e of girl-
children "place d i n difficul t circumstances" , usin g the UNICEF terminolog y which cover s th e 
sexual exploitation o f children . 

In th e Association o f South Eas t Asian Nations (ASEAN ) regio n there ar e desk officers i n eac h 
country who ca n ac t a s focal point s t o network an d develo p actio n plan s and strategie s o n th e 
commercial sexua l exploitation o f children. A  meetin g o f Desk Officers o f ASEAN, facilitate d b y 
UNICEF, tha t wa s held i n Kuala Lumpur , Malaysi a i n lat e 199 5 indicate d tha t som e initia l propos-
als are being put forward t o facilitate inter-countr y co-operatio n an d develo p countr y project s o n 
critical issue s such a s cross border traffickin g an d th e commercia l sexua l exploitation o f children . 
The commercia l sexua l exploitation o f girls which i s a critical are a of concern fo r th e regio n an d 
one tha t i s intrinsically linke d t o gender an d children' s right s has not emerge d strongl y o n th e 
agenda o f the regiona l organisations . 

All countrie s o f Commonwealth Asi a have ratifie d th e UN Conventio n o n th e Right s o f the Chil d 
(1989). Article 3 5 of the Conventio n specificall y refer s t o th e concep t o f bilateral agreement s t o 
respond t o th e problem o f commercial sexua l exploitation o f children. Nevertheless , ther e has bee n 
no actio n i n the are a of inter-country co-operation . Commonwealt h countrie s have develope d 
many nationa l strategie s an d actio n plan s t o respond t o the problem o f gender discrimination . 
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Governments hav e establishe d Ministrie s o f Women's Affair s o r Women's Bureaux , obtaine d 
support fro m internationa l dono r agencies , loca l and internationa l NGO s an d develope d 
programmes t o improv e th e situatio n o f women an d girl-children . The Gende r Developmen t Inde x 
of the UNDP's Huma n Developmen t Repor t 1995 , indicates tha t progres s i n Asian countrie s ha s 
been ver y slow. The socia l indicator s fo r women an d girl s in critical area s such a s health, nutritio n 
and educatio n i n the developin g countrie s o f South Asia , continue t o raise concern . 

Adequate financia l resource s have no t bee n allocate d t o basic needs suc h a s health, education , an d 
sanitation. Povert y has le d to rural-urban migratio n withi n countries , an d th e phenomenon o f 
economic refugee s o r overseas migran t workers . These phenomena hav e mad e girl s more vulnerabl e 
to commercia l sexua l exploitation . Safet y net s have eithe r no t bee n develope d o r have been erode d 
in countries which hav e a  developed socia l and economi c suppor t system . Low and eve n middl e 
income familie s hav e no t bee n cushione d agains t financial  stres s in the transitio n t o free marke t 
policies. They hav e had t o cope with problems o f poverty an d indebtedness , an d i t i s children, an d 
young girls in particular, wh o have been pushed int o prostitution a s a strategy for family survival . 

Poverty, illiterac y an d il l health i n the countrie s o f South Asi a have contribute d t o the entrench -
ment o f the commercia l sexua l exploitation o f girls, in the environmen t o f consumerism generate d 
by new economi c policies . The fac t tha t economi c developmen t alon e canno t b e an effectiv e 
strategy agains t th e commercia l sexua l exploitation o f girls i s seen i n the experienc e o f th e 
developed countrie s o f Asia. Even where th e economi c statu s of women discourage s th e loca l 
industry, women fro m outsid e th e countr y ar e trafficked int o i t to satisfy th e demand o f affluen t 
male clients . Thus, traffickin g i n turn create s a n environmen t fo r th e exploitatio n o f local girls who 
are attracted int o thi s trad e because the y desir e a  better lif e styl e i n a  consumer culture . Thus, 
consumerism ca n encourag e prostitutio n an d commercia l sexua l exploitation fo r reasons tha t g o 
beyond mer e survival . The breakdow n o f family value s and concer n abou t individua l dignit y hav e 
not bee n addresse d i n th e newly developed countrie s i n Asia so they ar e not use d t o stop the sexua l 
exploitation o f young girl s and children . 

Limited initiative s have bee n take n t o respond t o the problem. These initiative s are , in the main , 
focused o n lega l changes introduce d b y governments, an d effort s b y NGOs t o empower an d suppor t 
the victims o f sexual exploitation. The latte r programmes sometime s includ e advocac y agains t th e 
commercial sexua l exploitation o f children, an d ar e targeted a t the community , policy-maker s an d 
officials wh o ca n initiat e a n officia l response . 

Countries i n South Asi a i n particular have mad e som e effort s t o introduc e la w reform. Templ e 
prostitution wa s prohibited i n the colonia l period i n India , an d post-independence legislatio n i n 
several states has made th e Devadas i practice illegal. 9 Legislation ha s als o been enacte d t o respon d 
to the problem o f cruelty an d violence agains t women. Violence agains t childre n i n the family an d 
the communit y ha s been considere d a  critical are a of concern i n the Crimina l La w (Secon d 
Amendment Act ) 198 3 which introduce d radica l changes i n the nineteent h centur y India n Pena l 
Code. The la w on rape , i n particular, wa s strengthened an d new offences suc h a s custodial rape an d 
a concept o f minimum sentence s wa s introduced . Significantl y th e ag e of rape irrespectiv e o f 
consent (statutor y rape ) wa s raised from 1 2 to 1 6 years. The concep t o f rape o f a child brid e belo w 
the ag e of statutory rap e was an earl y nineteenth centur y recognition o f marital rape i n India . I t ha s 
been retaine d i n the amende d India n Pena l Cod e an d th e ag e raised t o 1 6 years. This offence , 
therefore, ca n cove r intercours e i n situations wher e marriag e precedes forced prostitution . However , 
incest, following th e approac h i n early English common law , is not include d a s an offence , an d ca n 
be prosecuted onl y a s rape. Indian crimina l la w also refers t o rape exclusivel y a s vaginal penetratio n 
by the penis , and doe s not cove r othe r act s of violent sexua l abuse . Prostitution ha s been deal t wit h 
in several post-independence statutes . The Suppressio n o f Immoral Traffic i n Women an d Girl s Ac t 
(1956) wa s extensively amende d som e years late r by the Immora l Traffi c i n Persons Prevention Ac t 
(1986). 

Forced prostitution an d livin g on th e prostitution o f a child i s punished wit h a  sentence o f 7  to 1 0 
years imprisonment . Procurin g an d brothe l keepin g i s also illegal . New legislatio n i s currently unde r 
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consideration t o deal with th e awar d o f compensation t o women an d girl s who ar e victims of 
violence. The Nationa l Commissio n fo r Women ha s also proposed strengthenin g th e la w an d 
procedure o n rape t o widen th e offence , an d help women an d childre n receiv e fai r treatmen t i n 
criminal trial s for rape . Legislation enacte d i n 198 6 has expanded th e India n Pena l Code provisio n 
on obscen e publications involvin g th e representation o f women. 10 

All thes e new initiative s cove r girl-children , an d d o not appea r t o addres s problems o f boy prostitu -
tion o r pornography. Suc h case s have t o be prosecuted unde r offence s involvin g "unnatura l acts " 
and obscen e publications i n the Pena l Cod e o f India . 

The Banglades h Pena l Code whic h has provisions on rap e has been expande d b y the Suppressio n o f 
Immoral Traffic Ac t 193 3 and post-independence statutes , i n an effor t t o respond t o the problem of 
violence agains t women an d children . 

These statutes , one o f which wa s enacted i n 1995 , specifically addres s the problem o f cruelty an d 
the oppressio n o f women an d children. 11 Kidnapping an d abductio n attrac t a  sentence o f life impris -
onment, whil e th e sentenc e o f death has been impose d fo r traffickin g an d fo r death o r grievous hur t 
during rape . A sentenc e o f death o r life imprisonmen t ca n be impose d eve n i n cases where rape ha s 
not bee n combine d wit h homicide . The concep t o f statutory rap e an d marita l statutor y rape of a 
child bride , i s the sam e a s in the India n Pena l Code , an d th e relevan t ag e has been raise d t o 1 6 
years. 

In 199 5 Sr i Lanka introduce d significan t amendment s t o it s nineteenth centur y Pena l Code , 
modelled o n th e India n Pena l Code . Thi s legislatio n was a response t o the specifi c proble m o f 
child prostitution , bu t resulted i n radica l changes t o the la w on violenc e agains t women an d 
children. The Ac t ha s extensively modifie d th e la w on rap e by introducing th e concep t o f 
minimum sentence s and , particularly , a  higher minimu m sentenc e o f 1 0 years imprisonment fo r 
rape o f a girl under 1 8 years. The ag e of statutory rap e has been increase d t o 1 6 years, but a  proviso 
has prevented thi s age being applie d s o as to impac t o n chil d marriages , though th e earlie r concep t 
of marital rape o f a child brid e under 1 2 years has been retained . The maximu m punishmen t fo r 
rape remains a t 2 0 years imprisonment . Incest , defined a s sexual intercours e withi n certai n prohibit -
ed relationships , has been mad e a n offenc e wit h a  minimum sentenc e o f 1 5 years when a  girl unde r 
16 years i s a victim o f incestuous rape . The amendmen t introduce s highe r minimu m sentence s o f 
imprisonment fo r gang rape an d custodia l rape . This amendmen t ha s also repealed earlie r provision s 
on sexua l exploitation o f children, an d introduce d ne w comprehensiv e offence s o n procurement fo r 
prostitution o f both male s and females , an d sexua l exploitation o f both boys and girls . This cover s 
sexual abuse of all forms an d commercia l sexua l exploitation o f children. A ne w genera l offence o f 
trafficking ha s been introduce d an d would cove r traffickin g fo r sexua l purposes. The amende d ac t 
also introduces a  new offenc e o f "grave sexua l abuse " to cove r case s of sexual abuse which involv e 
acts other tha n vagina l penetration b y the penis . The minimu m sentenc e fo r suc h act s i s higher i f 
the victim i s a child unde r 1 8 years. 

The ol d Pena l Code offence s o n homosexuality hav e bee n retained , an d eve n widened t o includ e 
lesbians. The chil d victi m has als o to be prosecuted a s an offender ! Th e la w on pornography ha s 
been strengthened , an d possessio n o f pornography fo r th e purpose o f distribution o r circulation ha s 
been criminalised . Th e ne w la w creates a n offenc e o f cruelty t o children , an d th e la w on act s 
causing grave physical harm ha s been strengthened . 

The la w in these countrie s ma y have gap s but i t i s generally i n place. There ar e instance s i n whic h 
police raids take place , and wel l publicised prosecution s hav e bee n initiate d agains t foreig n 
paedophiles, particularly i n the las t two years . However, i n al l these countries , enforcemen t o f th e 
law is in general weak . There seem s to be an absenc e o f an effectiv e infrastructur e fo r enforcement , 
due t o inadequat e resources , corruption, an d lac k of awareness o f changes i n the law . In Bangladesh , 
for instance , prosecutions continu e t o be filed unde r th e Pena l Cod e thoug h th e specia l statute s 
impose higher sentences . In Sr i Lanka, amendment s t o the Pena l Cod e hav e no t bee n accompanie d 
by a  widening o f the sentencin g powe r o f Magistrates' Courts . Consequently the y canno t impos e 
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the sentence s provided for . Victims seem unable t o use the law , due to thei r ow n lac k of awareness . 
There i s also a  lack o f Co-ordination between th e medica l an d lega l professionals an d la w enforce -
ment agencies , includin g th e judiciary . Courts have a  tendency t o mitigate o r suspend sentence s o r 
order lo w sentences, often ignorin g the violenc e an d infringemen t o f human right s o f the victim . 

Developments i n South Eas t Asian Commonwealt h countrie s by contrast have focuse d no t merel y 
on la w reform bu t o n providing a n infrastructur e o f support service s for effectiv e investigatio n an d 
prosecution o f offenders wh o sexuall y exploi t children . Consequentl y thes e countrie s hav e 
introduced th e concep t o f interdisciplinary chil d abus e o r child protection team s o r committees , 
consisting o f government socia l welfare officers , prosecutors , the police and medica l personnel wh o 
network wit h eac h othe r i n the preliminary stage s of investigation an d ultimate prosecution . 
Government crisi s centres an d family counsellin g centre s have als o been establishe d t o provid e 
support an d shelte r fo r victims . This syste m als o helps th e chil d t o be perceived a s a victim rathe r 
than a n offende r an d provide s for institutiona l suppor t fo r th e victim s an d th e family , o r an alterna -
tive system of care. Malaysia's Child Protectio n Ac t 1991 , and Wome n an d Girl s Protectio n Ac t 
1993 which specificall y dea l with prostitution ar e particularly importan t initiative s i n this regard . 
Malaysia has also introduced a  sustained advocac y an d trainin g campaig n fo r la w enforcemen t 
agencies, includin g th e police an d th e judiciary , an d mad e effort s t o combine legislativ e reform s 
with a  campaign t o increas e community awarenes s o f the law . Hon g Kon g has improve d it s laws 
on procedure an d now provides facilitie s fo r recordin g evidenc e o f child victims o f sexual exploita -
tion o n video , and permit s thi s evidence t o be used i n trials . In Malaysia , th e Governmen t ha s 
worked closel y with women' s NGOs i n both changin g th e la w and establishin g an d maintainin g th e 
supportive infrastructure . 

In Asian countrie s th e N GO communit y ha s made significan t effort s t o advocat e agains t commer -
cial sexual exploitation , alleviat e th e situatio n o f victims, and promot e la w reform. Amendment s t o 
the law s on violence , prostitution an d traffickin g hav e bee n initiate d largel y through N G O 
activism. 

N G O programme s tak e th e forms o f victim suppor t an d rehabilitation , advocac y an d lobbyin g fo r 
legal and policy change , raising awarenes s o f the situatio n amon g professiona l group s and th e 
community, an d para-lega l trainin g t o demystify th e la w and help victims an d familie s obtai n acces s 
to justice. Women's association s sometime s addres s prostitution a s part o f their genera l ai m t o 
improve th e statu s o f women. 14 

NGOs hav e establishe d link s with internationa l counterpar t organisation s i n the Wes t an d withi n 
Asia t o lobby the touris t trad e t o get thei r suppor t fo r underminin g th e crimina l element s tha t 
organise sex tours and us e tourism t o promote chil d prostitution . Trave l agencie s have bee n 
persuaded t o includ e statement s i n trave l brochures an d airlin e ticket s o n chil d prostitution s o tha t 
bona fide tourists themselve s ar e made awar e and ca n be persuaded t o reac t agains t pimps an d 
procurers operating within th e industry . This typ e of programme seem s to be operative o n a  very 
modest scal e within th e Asia n region , but doe s not appea r t o be well established i n the sub -
continent o r i n East Asian countrie s o f the Commonwealt h wher e traffickin g occurs . 

Some NGOs hav e genera l programmes t o improv e th e statu s and situatio n o f women an d th e girl -
child, an d lin k thei r effort s t o gender sensitisatio n an d strengthenin g th e capacit y o f affected girls , 
women an d families t o understand th e nee d t o break ou t o f the cycl e of violence an d sexua l 
exploitation. The y focu s o n establishin g centre s fo r victims , counselling , skill s training an d basi c 
education, an d a  general effor t a t rehabilitating th e victim s o f sexual exploitation . Som e facilitat e 
the participation o f the victim s i n planning programme s fo r themselves . Shelter s have bee n 
established an d women' s resourc e centre s have trainin g an d rehabilitatio n programmes . 

Ministries o f Social o r Women's Affair s i n these countrie s als o have suc h resource centres an d 
training an d rehabilitatio n programme s wit h limite d coverage . Specia l programmes have bee n 
established fo r th e childre n o f prostitutes t o prevent the m bein g absorbe d int o th e trade . NGO s 
also work i n high risk areas such a s red ligh t district s i n major cities . 
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Professional association s and colleges of the medica l and lega l profession hav e i n recent years begun 
to address the problem o f exploitation o f children i n the sex trade. Some research has been done , 
and the y have assiste d NGOs i n their advocac y and la w reform efforts . Lawyer s have als o been 
willing to offer fre e professiona l service s to assis t NGOs t o prosecute offenders . Occasionall y group s 
of lawyers have establishe d thei r own hotlines. They have als o put greate r emphasis on the establish -
ment o f programmes fo r para-legal training awar e that i t i s impossible t o provide easy access to lega l 
services a t al l stages of court proceedings. Public awareness of the la w and the interventio n o f para-
legals at the initia l stages can help victims and thei r families obtai n acces s to justice through th e 
legal system. 

The phenomeno n o f public interes t litigatio n develope d i n the Suprem e Cour t o f India has als o 
been use d i n Pakistan . The situatio n o f child victim s o f prostitution an d sexua l exploitation i n th e 
flesh trad e has been brough t t o the attentio n o f the Superio r Court s by way of writ petitions filed  by 
concerned persons . Courts have ofte n mad e orders regarding th e facilitie s offere d t o children i n 
state shelter s an d homes , and th e maintenanc e o f standards s o as to safeguard childre n fro m furthe r 
abuse.15 In a  recent India n cas e an investigativ e newspape r repor t o n prostitution wa s used by th e 
Chief Justice o f the Bomba y High Cour t a s a writ petition b y the public . He wen t o n t o order th e 
police and th e municipalit y t o take actio n t o develop a  rehabilitation schem e fo r th e victims . 
Although thi s initiativ e o f the court s has been criticised , publi c interes t litigatio n has bee n 
effective i n giving publicity t o violations o f children's rights , and promotin g governmen t account -
ability i n the administratio n o f shelters an d homes run by the state . 

NGOs hav e als o focused attentio n o n advocac y programmes. 16 The media , particularly newspaper s 
and radio , have bee n use d t o create public awarenes s an d sensitivit y t o the issu e and lobb y fo r 
changes i n law and policy . Street theatr e has been use d i n these programmes usin g the high ris k 
groups. In Malaysia th e focus ha s been o n sensitisin g familie s an d girl s in particular s o that the y ar e 
not cheate d b y offers o f employment an d marriage , which ar e a  front fo r forced prostitution . Som e 
of these programmes, i n countries suc h a s Malaysia an d Sr i Lanka, have als o been linke d t o 
awareness raising on HIV/AID S an d preventio n o f this illness . 

Conclusion and Recommendations 
The experienc e o f Asia indicate s tha t fo r many year s child prostitution wa s a phenomenon tha t wa s 
ignored i n policy interventio n an d planning becaus e o f silence on th e par t o f governments an d th e 
public. In the las t few years internationa l publicit y an d scrutin y has compelled awarenes s an d som e 
intervention a t th e nationa l level . International effort s mus t therefor e b e sustained i n order t o 
ensure national actio n an d eve n promote a  regional response . 

International and Regional 
Commercial sexua l exploitation ca n lea d t o a  denial o f the righ t t o life , health, freedo m o f persona l 
liberty, reproductive right s and education . A  child' s right o f survival, development an d participa -
tion ar e therefore denied . Besides , the concep t o f protection right s include s protection fro m al l 
forms o f sexual exploitation an d connecte d violenc e suc h a s abduction an d trafficking . 

Article 3 5 of the Conventio n o n th e Right s o f the Child specificall y mandate s State s Partie s to tak e 
all appropriate bilatera l an d multilatera l measure s t o prevent th e abduction , sal e or traffic i n 
children. National an d internationa l NGO s an d childre n als o have a  role i n protecting children' s 
rights a s Articles 42 an d 4 5 state tha t the y mus t be made awar e of the standards , and thei r voice s 
must be heard i n monitoring th e situatio n o f children withi n countries . Arguments o f nationa l 
sovereignty an d politica l correctnes s ca n n o longe r be used t o undermine th e legitimac y tha t ha s 
been given t o internationa l scrutin y o f the situatio n o f children withi n countries . Consequently th e 
Convention shoul d b e used to develop concerte d strategies , build u p such strategies an d creat e 
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solidarity t o combat wha t i s obviously a  contemporary for m o f slavery of children i n the Asia n 
region, an d a  gross denial o f human rights . 

This dimension i s relevant fo r forging link s with othe r huma n right s groups and with processe s 
within th e United Nation s systems . The Commissio n o n Huma n Right s and th e Economi c an d 
Social Counci l have conferre d a  mandate o n th e Specia l Rapporteur o n th e Sal e of Children, Chil d 
Prostitution an d Pornography . Thi s mandat e mus t be retained an d strengthene d t o provide a n 
effective globa l monitoring syste m through networkin g a t the nationa l an d regiona l levels . 
Violation o f children's right s i n commercial sexua l exploitation mus t be perceived a s a huma n 
rights and gende r issue , since i t i s a violation o f human right s and gender equality . Commo n 
recommendations shoul d be developed b y the Huma n Right s Committee, th e Chil d Right s 
Committee an d CEDA W -  th e thre e importan t monitorin g bodie s se t up under th e Internationa l 
Covenant o n Civi l an d Politica l Rights , and th e Women' s Right s an d Children' s Right s 
Conventions. Thi s concerte d actio n ma y urge governments t o regard i t a s a critical are a of concern . 

Promoting government awarenes s about the need to give priority to this issue will help to promot e 
collaboration an d bilateral agreements so as to prevent cros s border trafficking. A s i t is , some govern-
ments, such as Sweden, encourage thei r police to provide local police i n Asia with informatio n o n 
travelling paedophiles. Liaison officers hav e been appointed i n some countries to deal with specia l 
problems such as drug trafficking o r monitoring th e situation of migrant workers . Bilateral arrange-
ments of a similar nature can be approved by governments t o deal with the problem of commercia l 
sexual exploitation. INTERPO L has already taken some measures of its own, and has supported a 
recommendation o f an earlier special Rapporteur on the need t o promote a  "pro-child-anti-crim e 
network" and provide training for law enforcement personnel. 17 The us e of international standard s i n 
this regard and promotion o f networking i n law enforcement i s crucial to prevent cros s border traffick -
ing as well as the phenomenon o f the travelling paedophile. Currently Western countrie s o f the 
Commonwealth suc h as Canada an d Australia have taken initiative s to introduce law s conferrin g 
extra-territorial jurisdiction, t o prosecute nationals who commit offences agains t children i n othe r 
countries. Britain i s also considering the enactment o f this legislation. These effort s wil l strengthe n 
law enforcement capacit y since most countries have law s against trafficking an d sexua l abuse of 
children. This type of initiative can encourage other State s Parties to the UN Conventio n o n th e 
Rights of the Child t o take similar action agains t child sexua l exploitation. I f Commonwealt h 
countries and regional organisations can promote the adoptio n o f this type of legislation i n al l 
countries, this will be a powerful contributio n t o fighting sexua l tourism, cross border trafficking an d 
the exploitation o f girls in the sex  trade. 

Regional initiative s an d inter-countr y collaboratio n ar e vital an d wil l be fostered onl y i f there i s 
some internationa l scrutin y an d pressur e an d positive example s o f international collaboratio n an d 
networking i n immigratio n matter s an d la w enforcement . 

Similar collaboratio n i s necessary i n responding t o th e problems o f migrant worker s since migratio n 
is often connecte d t o th e sexua l exploitation o f Asian girls . Countries i n the regio n mus t b e 
persuaded t o ratify th e U N Conventio n o n Migran t Worker s an d work toward s realising thes e 
standards o n oversea s migration fo r employment . Man y Asian countrie s have "ope n policies" on 
migration bu t d o not addres s the problem o f exploitation o f these workers i n host countries . 
Similarly th e Tourism Bil l of Rights an d Touris t Code (1985 ) o f the World Touris t Organisatio n 
should b e disseminated withi n th e trade , and thi s internationa l organisatio n shoul d be encourage d 
to work with government s t o ensure accountabilit y i n tourism . 

NGOs an d som e government unit s have som e resources for networking an d sharin g information , 
and ther e have bee n man y meeting s o n th e girl-chil d whic h hav e addresse d th e issu e of sexua l 
exploitation. Government s nee d t o work more closely with th e Specia l Rapporteur o n th e sal e of 
children, chil d prostitution an d pornography . 

The U N Conventio n o n Traffi c i n Person s and th e Exploitatio n o f the Prostitutio n o f Other s 
(1949) i s the curren t internationa l instrumen t tha t specificall y deal s with thes e subjects . Indi a an d 
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Singapore ar e amongst th e few countries i n the Commonwealt h t o have ratifie d thi s Convention , 
which ha s been ratifie d b y only 6 7 countries 18 Reporting unde r th e instrumen t i s said to b e 
inadequate. The Conventio n adopt s an abolitionis t approac h t o prostitution. I t does not see k t o 
prohibit i t so as to penalise the client , th e intermediar y an d th e prostitute . Nor doe s i t seek t o 
legalise an d regulat e prostitution . Consequentl y th e clien t an d th e prostitute ar e not prosecute d bu t 
penalties ar e imposed o n intermediarie s suc h a s brothel owners , procurers an d pimps . Th e 
Convention als o does not reflec t th e experienc e o f Asia on child prostitution. Though i t deals wit h 
forced prostitutio n i t does not cove r practices suc h as fake marriages , fake adoption , illega l employ -
ment an d oversea s migration , whic h lea d t o prostitution . 

The definitio n o f force i n the Convention shoul d be widened. I t should be revised so as to becom e 
an instrumen t tha t ca n be used to se t standards o n chil d prostitution a s a contemporary for m o f 
slavery. Since ther e i s a strong case for dealing with chil d prostitutio n differently , an d no t treatin g i t 
as an expressio n o f choice, a  separate par t o f the Conventio n shoul d dea l with tha t aspect . Thi s 
should reflec t th e concep t o f protection right s i n the UN Conventio n o n th e Rights o f the Child , 
and th e concep t o f gender discriminatio n an d righ t t o freedom fro m violenc e found i n the latte r 
Convention, CEDA W an d th e UN Declaratio n o n Violence agains t Women (1993) . 

A majo r weaknes s i n the implementatio n o f the U N Conventio n o n th e Right s o f the Chil d a s well 
as the Trafficking Conventio n i s the absenc e o f an effective monitorin g system . An exper t 
Committee ha s been establishe d unde r th e UN Conventio n o n th e Right s o f the Child , an d i t ha s 
been innovativ e an d dynami c i n trying t o persuade partie s t o take thei r regula r reporting obliga -
tions t o the Committe e seriously . Goals o r targets , however, hav e no t ye t been set , and a  plan o f 
action has not bee n develope d t o eliminate exploitatio n o f children, thoug h th e World Summi t fo r 
Children (1990 ) develope d time-boun d goal s and a  plan o f action for monitorin g aspect s of survival 
and developmen t suc h a s health an d education. 19 I n addition , th e UN Conventio n o n th e Rights of 
the Child doe s not permi t individua l complaint s t o the Committee , sinc e internationa l monitorin g 
is considered a  state-to-state accountability . 

There ha s been som e effor t t o promote a  Protocol o n Childre n i n armed conflict . Th e Asia n 
region's problem o f child prostitution i n general , an d sexua l exploitation o f girl children i n particu -
lar, suggests tha t a n individua l complaint s procedur e i n a  Protocol shoul d cove r sexua l 
exploitation. I f such a n Optiona l Protoco l i s introduced t o the Conventio n o n th e Right s o f th e 
Child, government s ma y be under pressure t o obtain internationa l approva l fo r thei r commitmen t 
to child right s by permitting complaint s t o be made t o the internationa l monitorin g Committee . 
The developmen t o f a plan o f action an d time-boun d goal s on eliminatio n o f sexual exploitatio n 
and a  process of regional monitorin g ca n promote scrutin y an d accountabilit y a t the regiona l level . 
If the sexua l exploitation o f children i s considered a  contemporary for m o f slavery, there wil l be 
greater pressure t o trea t i t a s a critical concern . Suc h a  development wit h regar d t o effectiv e 
monitoring represent s a n urgen t are a for regiona l collaboratio n i n Asia. Collaboratio n withi n a 
broader group such a s the Commonwealt h ma y be a  catalyst for promoting collaboratio n withi n 
the Asian region . 

The substantiv e recommendation s tha t follo w i n regard t o national development s als o represen t 
areas for collaboratio n an d networkin g a t the internationa l an d regiona l level , and within th e 
Commonwealth, s o as to promote a  concerted respons e t o eliminating th e phenomenon o f 
commercial sexua l exploitation o f children . 

National 
(a) General  Enhancement of the  Status of Women  and Gender Sensitisation 
The sexua l exploitatio n o f the girl-chil d i s clearly linke d t o gender relation s within countrie s an d 
the diminishe d statu s o f women. The lo w social indicator s fo r girl s in South Asi a an d th e heritag e 
of rejection whic h girl s face fro m birt h i s reflected i n the traditio n o f son preference an d som e of 
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the cultura l practices i n countries o f the subcontinent . Th e declaratio n o f the SAAR C Decad e fo r 
the Girl-Chil d fro m 1990-200 0 was a recognition o f this reality . 

Unless th e genera l statu s o f the girl-chil d i s improved an d i t i s recognised tha t discriminator y 
traditions mus t be eliminated becaus e she deserves equal lif e chances , i t will be impossibl e t o 
address a  root caus e for th e continue d sexua l exploitation o f girls and th e violence perpetrate d 
against the m i n trafficking an d sexua l abuse . This wil l have t o be followed throug h lon g ter m 
measures pertaining t o family, an d socio-economi c policie s tha t wil l foster deliver y o f services i n th e 
area of health an d education . Suc h initiative s wil l require allocatio n o f resources i n nationa l 
budgets to be combined wit h th e creatio n o f employment prospect s so that th e phenomenon o f girls 
and women travellin g oversea s a s migrant worker s can be contained . Developmen t policie s such as 
structural adjustmen t whic h entai l a  cutback i n state suppor t wil l have t o be reviewed, i n the ligh t 
of the resultin g family disintegration . 

The fac t tha t socio-economi c an d employmen t policie s alon e ar e not adequat e bu t mus t b e 
combined wit h concerte d effort s t o promote attitudina l chang e wit h regard t o gender relations ha s 
been recognised i n the newl y industrialise d countrie s o f Asia. Economic prosperity alon e wil l no t 
benefit women , unles s i t also impacts on attitude s t o gender relations an d women's subordinat e 
position i n relation t o men . Indee d th e consumerism generate d b y economic developmen t ca n 
create a  greater risk of sexual exploitation o f women a s an inheren t par t o f a consumer culture . 

Improving th e statu s of women i n Asia i s thus a  core dimension o f eliminating sexua l exploitatio n 
of the girl-child . The interfac e betwee n realisin g human right s o f both wome n an d childre n mus t b e 
recognised s o as to foster concerte d an d continue d effort s i n promoting actio n an d allocatin g 
national resources . The Beijin g Platfor m o f Action ha s facilitated thi s linkage , but women' s an d 
children's issue s are often deal t with a s distinct concerns , and ther e i s little effor t t o co-ordinat e 
initiatives a t the nationa l level . The proble m o f violence agains t women has an immediat e connec -
tion t o violence agains t girl-children an d thei r sexua l exploitation . Thi s i s also an importan t are a 
for concerte d plannin g an d allocatio n o f national resources , particularly i n a  context wher e th e 
definition o f children has been extende d internationall y t o cover adolescent s an d teenager s unde r 
18 years. The vulnerabilit y o f the girl-child , particularl y th e ver y young child i s ignored i n initia -
tives on violence agains t women. The adoptio n o f a life cycl e approac h t o planning an d takin g 
initiatives o n violenc e agains t wome n fro m a  perspective o f equity i n gender relations ca n help t o 
prevent a d hoc approaches , an d encourag e holisti c action . 

(b) Effectiv e Law Reform and Law Enforcement 
It i s important tha t th e la w should be clear an d unambiguous o n th e illegalit y o f child prostitution , 
pornography an d trafficking , an d tha t a n uncompromising , prohibitionis t approac h i s nevertheless 
combined wit h sensitivit y t o the nee d t o protect rathe r tha n detai n o r punish th e chil d victims . 

There ar e gaps and ambiguitie s i n laws , and whe n th e la w i s in place, there i s weak la w enforce -
ment. Thi s encourage s larg e scale infringement s amongs t th e perpetrator s o f abuse, and lead s t o 
victim apath y an d helplessness . 

The problem of child pornography requires a special response given the fact that Commonwealt h 
countries invariably have constitutional guarantees on freedom o f speech and/or information dissemina -
tion. Research and proposals for law reform should explore the problems of conflict an d compatibilit y 
between the social interests of protecting fundamental freedom s an d eliminating child prostitution an d 
pornography. Tighter regulatory controls may be necessary and the comparative experience of 
Commonwealth countrie s in introducing and enforcing regulatory controls can be shared usefully. I t is 
time that al l countries move towards recognising that even possession of child pornography i s illegal. 

In particular th e minimu m ag e of statutory rap e should b e raised s o as to make sexua l intercours e 
with a  child a  high ris k activity . High minimu m sentences , combine d wit h guidelines t o the court s 
and consisten t effort s t o sensitis e th e judiciary , th e la w enforcement agencie s an d professionals i s 
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crucial for effectiv e la w enforcement. Inter-agenc y o r inter-departmenta l collaboratio n i n respond -
ing to sexual exploitation an d allocatio n o f adequate resources for institutiona l networkin g an d la w 
enforcement i s crucial. I t may be necessary t o have separat e police unit s with traine d polic e officers , 
preferably women . Som e countrie s have alread y take n initiative s i n this regard bu t the y ar e also no t 
sustained b y allocation o f resources an d monitorin g la w enforcement . 

Law enforcement i n this area connects t o other matter s suc h as migration an d birt h an d marriag e 
registration. System s of registration help t o prevent fak e employmen t an d marriages , and establis h 
the correc t identit y an d ag e of the victim . This infrastructur e i s often lackin g an d ther e i s little co-
ordination betwee n professional s suc h a s lawyers and doctor s and immigratio n an d registratio n 
authorities, eve n thoug h thei r responsibilitie s ar e connected i n effective investigations , cour t 
prosecutions an d punishment o f offenders. Thi s i s often wh y law enforcement i s weak an d ineffec -
tive or there i s corruption an d a n undermining o f legal controls . 

Monitoring infringements , throug h th e establishmen t o f "hotlines" for complaints , an d a n interna l 
Ombudsman syste m can be useful . Publi c interes t litigatio n i n the superio r courts , with recognise d 
standing given t o NGOs an d concerne d activist s working for children , remain s a n importan t strate -
gy. These processe s do not merel y help t o give individua l redress , but provide public scrutiny o f th e 
action o f officials, particularl y la w enforcement authorities . A syste m of imposition o f liability t o 
pay personal compensatio n t o the victim s an d "shaming " the offende r b y public scrutin y ca n 
undermine, i f not eliminate , corruptio n a t th e officia l level . 

The lega l system and lega l procedure shoul d recognise tha t th e chil d victim o f commercial sexua l 
exploitation i s a victim i n need o f recovery an d reintegration . A  non-punitiv e approac h shoul d b e 
adopted an d th e judges , law enforcement officer s an d socia l workers sensitised t o thi s approach . 

(c) Establishing  and Maintaining Crisis  Centres and Shelters 
Governments an d NGOs mus t continu e t o provide a  variety o f services to victims for medica l 
treatment, psychologica l counsellin g an d support . These shoul d als o address the separat e needs of 
the children o f child se x workers i n situations where thes e girl s have thei r ow n children . Th e 
successful programme s ofte n involv e th e victims themselve s an d a  close collaboration wit h them , s o 
that the y ar e not merel y th e beneficiarie s o r recipients o f "relief." Strengthening thei r capacit y t o 
cope, an d als o using thei r experience s t o develop strategie s for eliminatin g thi s socia l problem i s an 
important resourc e tha t mus t not b e overlooked . 

Health programme s mus t focus i n particular o n sexuall y transmitte d disease s and HIV/AIDS , an d 
preventive measure s t o combat thi s health hazard . This ca n includ e th e integratio n o f programme s 
for victims o f sexual exploitation int o nationa l service s programmes t o combat sexuall y transmitte d 
diseases including HIV/AIDS . These shoul d als o be lobbying for mor e humane an d realisti c laws t o 
help thos e sufferin g fro m HIV/AID S an d simila r diseases . Public awareness campaign s ca n be linke d 
to rehabilitation programmes , s o that th e treatmen t an d car e of victims i s perceived a s a legitimat e 
endeavour, an d a  social response t o prevent furthe r exploitatio n o f girls, and th e sprea d o f disease i n 
the community . 

(d) Data  Collection, Awareness-Raising and Networking 
Lack of action has been encourage d b y the absenc e o f data. The publi c i s often ignoran t o f th e 
reality o f the problem an d thos e working i n this are a do not see m to network effectivel y wit h othe r 
groups, so as to bring th e realit y before th e community . Th e fac t tha t government s an d NGO s 
provide differen t impressionisti c data , helps t o trivialise th e problem . Government s an d NGO s 
should collec t dat a o n th e problem, it s incidence an d risks , that ca n help t o prevent abductio n an d 
trafficking whic h ar e often strengthene d b y public ignoranc e o f the reality o f sexual exploitation . 
The mas s media i s often use d i n an ad hoc manner. I t i s vital t o bring journalists, media personnel , 
and huma n right s groups together wit h activist s working i n thi s area to perceive i t as a contempo-
rary form o f slavery tha t i s still thriving i n Asia. Radio an d th e visua l media i n particular ar e 
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accessible t o people throughou t Asi a an d ca n have a  powerful impac t i n presenting th e realit y a s a 
universal human proble m tha t i s causing anguish an d sufferin g t o victims and thei r familie s 
throughout th e continent . 

The recen t se x scandal i n Belgium, tha t wa s widely publicised i n August an d Septembe r 1996 20 

shows how a  whole nation wa s catalysed t o take a  stand because o f the publicity give n t o th e 
harrowing experience s o f three o r four girl s imprisoned an d abuse d a s sex slaves by paedophiles . 
Paedophiles fro m th e Wes t have been exploitin g Asian childre n fo r ove r a  decade. The cynica l 
response t o thi s phenomenon bot h internationall y an d nationally o n th e ground tha t thes e ar e 
"poor Asian children " who mus t "sel l their bodie s to survive" may have been shattere d b y thi s 
episode. The conventiona l wisdo m tha t appetit e create s a  demand whic h mus t be supplied, seem s 
to have bee n authenticate d i n the Belgia n experience . Programmes shoul d als o promote participa -
tion o f children an d young people s o that the y ca n contribut e t o prevent an d protec t childre n fro m 
commercial sexua l exploitation , an d assis t victims i n recovery an d reintegratio n int o society . 

Hundreds an d thousand s o f Asian girl s have been abuse d i n the sam e way, without provokin g a 
national o r internationa l commitmen t t o stop thei r sufferings . W e mus t recognise tha t ther e can b e 
no questio n o f "their" children an d "our " children i n sexual slavery. This seems an appropriat e tim e 
to addres s the ga p in the collectiv e conscienc e nationally , regionall y an d internationall y an d 
prevent chil d prostitution continuin g t o be perceived a s a "sensitive" or controversial politica l issue . 
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