Towards a SAARC Convention against trafficking  
in women and children

The alarming growth in the trafficking and children South Asia has prompted women and human rights organisations in the region come together to establish a Resistance Network and formulate strategies to combat this heinous crime. Farida Akhter reports. 

________________________________________________________________________

Introduction 

LIKE trade in commodities, trafficking in human bodies is an integral part of the processes of globalisation. Commodification of human bodies, manifested in internal and inter-state trafficking, is a result of disintegration of livelihood security at the one end and the integration of humans into emerging commercial spheres created by world capital at the other end. 

Trafficking is a multi-million dollar trade worldwide, and South Asia has become a source of flesh trade occurring within the countries of the region and also beyond its borders. Human trafficking has been estimated as the third most serious form of                     illegal trade after drugs and armaments. 

Women and particularly children are becoming prey to the greed of the flesh traders. Like in other countries in Asia, women and children in the South Asia region are being trafficked for various purposes. Young women are trafficked for forced prostitution, 

forced marriage, bonded labour, organ trade and for a number of other purposes. 

Similarly, the children (boys and girls below the age of 18 years) are also vulnerable to trafficking. They are taken for camel jockeys, circuses, slave trade, organ trade and even prostitution. Though reports on the incidence of trafficking in men are much less, they are also victims of the circumstances. Therefore, trafficking in persons leading to trade in human bodies in many ways has taken a heinous form. It has become a cause for serious concern because at least several million women and children are being affected by this trade every year. 

Among the seven countries of South Asia, five have a very close relationship in the context of trafficking as they play the role of either sending country, or receiving and transit country. Bangladesh and Nepal become the sending countries, while India and Pakistan are both receiving and transit countries to the Middle East, Europe or even to North America. Women and especially children are taken out of Sri Lanka to the Middle East, Europe and North America. Information about Bhutan and Maldives is not yet available. 

Extent of trafficking 

It is difficult to get an accurate estimation of the extent of trafficking from one country to the other. But one way to get an idea is to know the different forms of slave-like situations that women are found in and those who have been forced into such conditions through trafficking. This information is mostly collected by non-governmental organisations (NGOs) in the region. 

The newspapers have also played an important role in providing information. Over 200,000 girls from Nepal are found in brothels in India and other foreign countries. The majority of them are in Bombay. They were sold as commodities of female bodies and are forced to pass their lives as virtual slaves in the brothels. It is estimated that between 5.000 and 8,000 Nepalese women and girls are sold every year to Indian brothels and other foreign countries. 

From Nepal, other forms of trafficking are also occurring, but prostitution is the most known form of trafficking in women. The number is increasing every year and these women are forced to be virtual slaves of other people in foreign countries. 

According to a rough estimate, there are around a million Bangladeshis and over 200.000 Burmese women who have been trafficked into Karachi alone. A report of the LHRLA, an NGO in Karachi, states that over 150 women were brought into Pakistan everyday between 1991 and 1993; 19,000 Pakistani children have been trafficked into the United Arab Emirates (UAE); approximately 160,000 Nepalese women are working in Indian brothels alone. 

Trafficked labour 

According to LHRLA, in Pakistan, the demand for trafficked persons is very strong. In Export Processing Zones (EPZs), labour unions are not allowed and labour laws not implemented. This is supposed to entice foreign investment and attract investors. Foreign companies and multinationals venture forth because of these incentives. For labour-oriented products, foreign companies prefer to locate that sector in South Asia, as it is 

more economical. 

The local counterparts realize this and, for this reason, strive to keep these costs as low as possible. Most labourers on daily wages receive Rs. 100 per day (less than US$2) and no 

overtime is paid. For this reason, more and more potential labourers are lured into this, even via illegal trafficking. Trafficked labour is used for unregularised illegal or bonded labour in the agricultural sector and illegal drug production and refinement. 

The estimates from Bangladesh show that 200,000 women have been trafficked over the last l0 years. According to a report published by the United Nations International Children's Fund (UNICEF), an average of 4,500 women and children from Bangladesh are smuggled to Pakistan in one year. 

Every month 120 to 150 Bangladeshi women are trafficked to Pakistan and sold to brothels or individuals, most of them ending up as prostitutes. Every day over 50 women and children are reported to cross the land border areas and an estimated 5,000 women are trafficked with false promises of jobs and marriages. A UBINIG (a Bangladeshi research organisation) study shows that women are trafficked out to India for marriage to Indian men who find it difficult to marry for reasons of dowry payment. For example, in the northern Bangladeshi district of Chapainabaganj, over 10,000 women have been trafficked to Lukhnow, Firozabad and other places in India for this reason during the last 15 years. 

The traffickers use India and Pakistan as their route to the UAE and other countries. It has been reported that Bangladesh is also used as a transit country for trafficking of Burmese women to Pakistan as well as other countries. 

There have been reports of Bangladeshi women and children trafficked to the UAE and to other countries of the Middle East for working as, among others, bonded or illegal labourers, camel jockeys and domestic aides. Most of the trafficked women are abused sexually and are forced to work in the system of prostitution. 

In contrast to the countries of the sub-continent, Sri Lanka does not have any land borders, so trafficking has to be done via the sea or air routes. This natural barrier has made large-scale trafficking difficult but not impossible. 

Surien Peiris from Sri Lanka reports that trafficking is occurring within the country, from the hinterland to the town, from rural villages to the cities for prostitution. Children are being taken out of the country for camel riding in the Gulf countries. 

Children below 18 kg in weight and between the ages of 6 -10 years are recruited as camel riders. Children are also being trafficked for purposes of adoption, young women as mail order brides for physically handicapped and old Japanese men etc. Women are taken to North America for potentially dangerous work. 

The growth of the sex industry and government policies for encouraging tourism as an industry are leading to the growth in the organised crime of trafficking, which becomes 

hidden behind the foreign exchange earned by the country. 

The resistance against trafficking 

Since1996, women and human rights organizations in the South Asian countries have come together to formulate strategies of combating the crime of trafficking in women and children. In a regional workshop organized by UBINIG in Bangladesh, NGOs from India, Pakistan, Sri Lanka and Nepal took the decision of lobbying at the South Asian Association of Regional Cooperation(SAARC) (see ‘SAARC’ box) level for a Regional Convention against trafficking. 
The Resistance Network was formed to carry out the collective actions at the regional level against trafficking. In December 1996 during the SAARC Foreign Ministers' meeting, these groups met all the SAARC Foreign Ministers and apprised them of the situation in the South Asian countries. They urged the member countries of the SAARC to make trafficking a priority issue and to put it on the agenda of the 9th SAARC Heads of State meeting in Maldives in 1997. Meanwhile, the organizations working at the regional level got together to formulate a common position paper for SAARC countries before the summit. 

NGO members from Bangladesh, India and Nepal met the Heads of State and apprised them of the situation. The lobbying resulted in the declaration of the 9th SAARC Summit which acknowledged trafficking in women and children as a matter of grave concern for the SAARC region. It was the first time one of the most brutal forms of violence, which has a regional character, was collectively addressed by SAARC leaders. 

Issues of food security 

In the meantime, the capacity of the NGOs to participate in the SAARC process has also increased because of the active participation of another regional network, SANFEC.SANFEC, the South Asian Network on Food, Ecology and Culture, started raising questions related to regional policy changes on food issues especially at 

the SAARC level. 

SAARC
SAARC is the joint forum of seven South Asian governments. It was started in 1985 with its first summit in Dhaka, Bangladesh. In the Dhaka Declaration, the Heads of State or Government felt the need to cooperate regionally, to work together towards finding solutions to their common problems in a spirit of friendship, trust and mutual understanding and towards the creation of an order based on mutual respect, equity  and shared benefits. By taking this decision, the Heads of State or Government of Bangladesh, India, Sri Lanka, Nepal, Pakistan, Maldives and Bhutan have been meeting every year in the Summits of the Heads of State or Government. 

The main focus of the SAARC governments was to accelerate the process of economic and social development in their respective countries. They underscored that deteriorating economic and social conditions had seriously retarded development prospects in South Asia and other developing countries. 

SAARC governments have a particular focus on women's development. It is in this context that the SAARC leaders have taken a laudable initiative to formulate a Convention against the crimes of trafficking in women and children in the region. 

The first initiative towards a SAARC Convention against trafficking was taken during the 9th SAARC Summit due to the lobbying of women's organisations and human rights organisations. The Male Declaration 1997 adopted a resolution to have a SAARC Convention to Combat the Crimes of Trafficking in women and children. 

Proposed changes to draft Convention 

MEMBERS of the Resistance Network met in a regional meeting during 21-23 August1999 in Tangail, Bangladesh and came up with the following suggestions for change in the draft Convention before it is signed at the  11th SAARC Summit. 

a. The title of the Convention should be changed from SAARC Convention on Preventing and Cornbatting Trafficking in Women and Children for Prostitution to SAARC Convention on Preventing and Combatting Trafficking in Women and Children. 

The proposed change is due to the fact that trafficking in women and children takes place for a wide range of purposes, not only for prostitution. This Convention should be able to deal with all forms of trafficking and not only one of its forms. As it stands presently, the Convention is very limited in its scope and affectivity. 

 b. The definition of trafficking under the Convention should include all forms of trafficking. To address the concerns of those affected by trafficking in a focused manner, there is a need to define trafficking in women and trafficking in children separately. Therefore the suggestion for a new definition includes separating trafficking in women and trafficking in children. 

l) 'Trafficking' in women consists of all acts involved in the procurement, transportation, forced movement, and/or selling and buying of women within and/or across borders by fraudulent means, deception, coercion, direct and/or indirect threats, abuse of authority, for the purpose of placing a woman against her will without her consent in exploitative and abusive situations such as forced prostitution, forced marriage, bonded and forced labour, begging, organ trade, etc. 

2) 'Trafficking' in children consists of all acts involved in the procurement, transportation, forced movement, and/or selling and buying of children within and/or across borders by fraudulent means, deception, coercion, direct and/or indirect threats, abuse of authority, for the purpose of placing children against their will with or without their consent in exploitative and abusive situations such as commercial sexual abuse, forced marriage, bonded and forced labour, begging, camel jockeying, circus and other sports, organ trade, etc. 

c. The question of repatriation of trafficked persons should take into consideration the preference of the trafficked persons, rather than forcing them to go back to their countries of origin. 
These suggestions are being put forward to the respective governments  of the South Asian countries through the Resistance Network members before the 11th SAARC Summit. 

The lobbying will continue at the 2nd SAARC People's Forum to be held prior to the 11th SAARC Summit during November 1999 in Kathmandu. With the increase in 

poverty, food insecurity and insecurity of livelihood, people, especially women along with their children, are vulnerable to various forms of violence including trafficking. Therefore, to deal with the preventive aspects of trafficking, linkages need to be established with the issues of agriculture and food security: biodiversity-based production, and related emerging economic and social relations. 
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