The sex-for-sale trap

Yeni highlights the plight of Burmese migrant women trapped in the sex trade in Thailand. 

______________________________________________________________________________
THIRTY-year-old Ma Lay (not her real name) seems an unlikely commercial sex worker.  Soberly dressed and well spoken, she talks with serious concern about her efforts to educate other women in the sex  trade about the risks of contracting  AIDS. 

She is well qualified to lead an awareness campaign in the southern Thai town of Ranong, on the Burmese border.  She has sold sex there for several years, sending money home to her family in Burma. She knows the scene well. And she is HlV-positive. 

Ma Lay migrated to Thailand eight years ago from her home in Tavoy, southern Burma, where she had grown up in a debt-laden family of eight sisters and a widowed mother. She crossed illegally by boat and settled in a community of mostly Burmese living a segregated existence beside a fishing pier in Ranong. 

Ranong's docks district Saphan Plah is home to one of Thailand's largest migrant populations. Sixty thousand foreigners were legally registered as working in Ranong Province in June 2004 (many more work illegally). The majority are Burmese from Tenasserim Division. 

Ma Lay found employment with a fishing company when she first came to Ranong. But the lure of earning much better money through prostitution was too great. 'I know prostitution is not good,' she admits. 'But I do it to make easy.' 

The sex industry in Ranong really got going around 1990.There was a police crackdown in 1993, but trade continued in restaurants, massage parlours and karaoke bars of Saphan Plah. 

Victoria Point (Kawhaung), the Burmese port opposite Ranong, is the conduit for most migrants heading for this region of Thailand. A 25-year old woman said that she had flown there from Rangoon, together with seven others, and all of them found work in a restaurant. But after one year their employer stopped their wages, claiming they owed him for their travel expenses and living costs. A local 'broker' promised her a job in Ranong – and she landed in a Saphan Plah brothel. 

A disillusioned3 5-year-old prostitute from Rangoon lamented: 'We live like slaves.' 

Ma Lay claims that the sexual exploitation began in Victoria Point, where she had to clear 'national security' screening by reporting daily to the local authority. 'The officials want free sex. If you complain they threaten you with arrest.' 

The exploitation suffered by migrant women such as Ma Lay is at the heart of a report by the US-based group Physicians for Human Rights, entitled 'No status: Migration, trafficking&  exploitation of women in Thailand'. 

'Burmese communities in sex work, whether trafficked or not, are subject to extortion, sexual exploitation ,and/or sexual assault by police and immigration authorities, 'the report declares. 

Government crackdown 

At government level, Burma has pledged to crack down on human trafficking, and the official statistics indicate that at least something is being done-335 convicted human traffickers were imprisoned by Burmese courts between July 2002 and, June 2004. 

A measure of co-operation with Thailand is already in place, and in August a groupof20 young Burmese women were repatriated from Mae Sai in what officials described as 'part of the programme to prevent human trafficking'. 

Yet some non-governmental organizations (NGOs) working to relieve the plight of migrant sex workers remain sceptical. 'The government-to-government project has never worked,' says Liz Hilton of Empower, a Thai-based NGO that assists sex workers. 

One problem is that most migrant women are reluctant to disclose personal data for fear of  repercussions and possible criminal  prosecution if they return home. 'Many of them who are repatriated then suffer social discrimination and stigma,' says Hilton. 

Women who complv with Thai interior ministry registration requirements and who receive identity cards could still end up stateless if they are repatriated and the Burmese authorities then refuse to recognise them as citizens of Burma. Hilton points out. 

Despite the handicaps, the harassment and the victimisation, and for all the efforts of the Thai authorities to control the flow of Burmese migrants, the number of Burmese sex workers in Ranong is on the rise. 

About 40% of them are HIV-positive, claims Dr Aung Naing, of the NGO World Vision, in Ranong. Ma Lay says eight of 15 young women in the karaoke bar where she works are HlV-positive. Five of the others declined to have blood tests. 

Efforts by Aung Naing's organisation and by the NGO Population Service International to carry their AIDS awareness programmes over the border, to Victoria Point, are frustrated by local opposition. 'Employers don't  like NGO workers promoting our awareness prograrnmes, 'says  Aung Naing. 

Hla Hla Win, a member of the Ranong branch of the Burmese Women's Union, blames Rangoon's political and economic policies for the flow of migrant workers into Thailand and 

the consequent rise in the numbers of young Burmese women taking up prostitution. Only the return of democracy to Burma will solve the problem, she claims. 

Meanwhile, Hla Hla Win helps where she can, giving advice and offering solidarity to her countrywomen in Ranong.

'I tell them not to forget that we all are from Burma. We should care for these women like our own sisters,' she says. 

For Ma Lay, democracy in her homeland wouldn't solve her immediate problem – the prospect of living with AIDS. 'How can I survive without medication?' she asks. 'In Burma, how can poor people like me afford it? I'm sure I'd die soon after returning home.' 
The above is reproduced from The Irrawaddy (November2004, www.irrawaddy.org) with the kind permission of its editors. 
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