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FLEGATES rom 120 (o
uniries @ athereed 1 S0
ckholm last week to

discuss for the lirst time
a~tinnrns to ﬁtﬂ-p crimes that are
comunitted against children in
the form of sexual abuse. The
World Congress Against Sexual
Exploitation of Children in
Stockholm agreed to a draft
da terming sexual exploita-
tian of children as akin to slav-
ery which heeds .uiternational
support and collaboration to
curb. Carrol Bellamy. Executive
Director of Unicef, one ol the
major mover behind this im
portant Conference, in her
speech said that sexual ex-
itation of children is damag-
I:ig children in every country of
the world and has called for ur-
gent cooperation to put an end
to this wviolation of children’'s
rights. -
Modern day society. with all
its progress and innovations,
has not been able to make a
dent on this brutal of all
crimes. On the contrary the
scourge has grown sing a
great menace to millions of
children all over the world. It is
estimated that 2 million chil-
dren sell their bodies for
money, with Asia alone making
up half that number. Millions
others are abused in the form of
child marriage. incest, rape and
assault. Such crimes are com-
mitted everyday, in the streets,
in &)euple'a homes, in brothels
and in the work places, cutting
across culture, religion and geo-
graphical boundaries.*

World Congress, the first
of its kind has no doubt brought
into world focus the plight of
these millions of children. It
has succeeded in getting 1200

tes incl government
officials and NGO's to sit and
talk about this problem and
plan action. However, discus-
sions and pl actions is a
far cry from implementation.
One is obviously skeptical of
Conferences that end in joint
declarations but have no power
to commit ments to take
actions. However, having said
that, getting different stock-
holders t er in Conferences
to discuss these critical issues is
the first important step
towards ending child exploita-
tion—

In the case of Bangladesh,
s Rty L B weenes and
wy its wo and

children.
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share a greater burden of early
death, malnourishment, dis-
ease and all other forms of
abuse, and exploitation. Added
to this is our socio cultural
norms and traditions that often
condones the ‘exploitation ol

wcw&and irls.
e oV sexual abuse in
the form ol forced traflficking,
prostitution and rape is pun-
ishable by law, there is no pun-
ishment for crimes against
children in the form of incest,
forced child marriage and sale
of children by members of the
family. Furthermore, the laws
that have been enacted to pro-
tect women and children from
abuse is bogged down in lenghty
buraurratic procedures seri-
cusly hampering conviction.

First of all very few cases are
filed as child sexual exploita-
tion because of socio-financial
of parents and
guardians. Those who have the
courage to file a case face such
humiliation that many give up
half way. The case of Yasmeen,
the l4-year old girl who was
raped and killed by policemen a
year ago still remains tangled
in a web of technical, burau-
cratic and legal mess inspite of
the support given by women's
organizations. Even after a
year, justice seems as elusive as
ever.

Several consultations were
organized between NGOs, wom-
en's organizations,and UN bod-
ies prior to the World Congress.
These consultations ended in
concrete recommendations.
These inputs came from organi-
zations and individuals who
have been working on issues of
child abuse for many years and
have demonstrated that with

proper will and commitment |,

the problem if not eliminated
can substantially reduced.
Curbin commercial and all
kinds of sexual exploitation of’
children requires the will of so-
as a
of the NGOs, women's organiza-
tion or some UN one. It

is the duty of all sane minded

ole. It is not the job

by Shaheen Anam

responsible citizens to protect
children who hold the key to
the future of our nation. The
messaﬂe should be very clear
that children should not and
cdannot be used as comunodity to
fulfil sexual perversions of
SOMmeE.

It is also very important to
bring out in the open issues
such as child abuse. If we are to
take direct action against this
social evil than we must con-
front it head on and admit that
such abuses does exist in our
society. The secrecy and taboo
that surrounds sexual abuse in

the form of incest, child mar-

riage, rape of housemaids in
rich p«eﬂﬁlc's homes, sale of
children by close family mem-

bers must all be confronted. We
must come to grips with the fact
that children are abused in
homes, in the streets as well as /

Nations Must Act wa

in brothels; that it is not only
the pimps, unscrupulous crimi-
nals and rapists who are re-
sponsible for child abuse. We
musl wake up to the fact that of-
ten family members are equall
responsible in allowing chil
marriage, turning a blind eye to
incest and allowing children to
be trafficked in the name of lu-
crative jobs abroad.

Much has been writien on
the effects of sexual exploita-
tion of children. The experience
often leaves psychological scars
which lasts a lifetime. But more
damagmg 15 society's actitude
towards children specially girls
who have been abused. Rehabil-
itation of young girls who are
victims of abuse is almost im-
possible because of perceptions
of the sexuality of women
whereby shé becomes unclean

Shehzad Noorani™MAP
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Girls waiting for customers inside Kandupatti. Dhaka
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and not fit to be a part of society
once she has been abused. Often
young girls are forced to go back
to a life of prostitution because
all doors tﬂl their social inte-
gration are cloged. -

To rid society of this evil
unified actions has to be taken
at the country, regional and in-
ternational level. The issue
must be taken up at senior lev-
els by all countries who are af-
fected by trafficking of women
and children whether they are
recipient or transporting. Na-
tionally. this issue must de-
bated at national forums such
as the Parliament, cabinet
meetings etc.- There should be
much more articulation of
protest and resistance inst
crimes committed against chil-
dren and much more public out-
rage than {s presently ex-
pressed. The media has a very
important role to play and
should be used as an ally to
bring into public focus the flaws
and legal loopholes that pre-
vents curbing child abuse. The
media can also be used for
changing perceptions angd atti-
tudes that prevents rehabilita-
tion and integration into soci-
ely of those who have been
abused.

Rather than piecemeal in-
terventions the problem has to
be dealt in a holistic way. Sex-
ual exploitation of children
flourishes because of a number
of factors and not for one rea-
son alone. These are related to
attitudes, perceptions, poverty,
profit motives, social and tradi-
tional values, legal loopholes.

oor implementation of laws,

ack of proper birth and mar-
riage re%istratinn* lack of
proper policy or resources for
rehabilitation plus Tack of po-
litical will and commitment
towards the issue. There needs
to be a massive and serious col-
laboration and a partnership
among all concerned individu-
als, groups and organizations
with a vision and a commit-
ment towards the future to erad-

icate -our society of this social
evil. As Carol Bellamy in her
speech at the World Congress
has said so eloquently, "We are
here to affirm, without com-
promise that children are not
property to be bought or sold,
that -their human rights are to
be taken with utmost serious-
ness and that their voices must
be heard in the fulfilment of

those rights.”
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OONAM was 14 and living

in a Nepalese village wh-

en she met a boy who

swept her off her feet with

Fr?lmisﬂs of marriage and city
ights.

Instead of Kathmandu, she

found herself in Mumbai, for-

India. _
"My boyfriend took me to a
house and introduced me to his

'relatives'," recalls Poonam,
shakin% and crying. "l was
o

 asked take a shower and
-dress up. Later, | was atedly
raped. | do not remember how

Imarl mes.

'\{'I'chn I resisted, they beat
and tortured me. They took me
bz the hair and dragged me
about. It was like being in
narka (hell). They told me my
boyfriend had sold me.”

That was 18 months ago.
Now, together with 217 other

rls and young women, she has

n returned to Nepal by the
Indian authorities, following
police raids on Mumbai broth-
els.

Despite government assur-
ances of repatriation assis-
‘tance, Nepal's Ministry of So-
cial Welfare and Women was
less than welcoming.

cial Prabha Basnet was guoted
as saying by officials of non-
overnment or
NGOs) looking aiter the re-
turnees. "What guarantee is
there that they are Nepalis?
 They went out to India when
they looked like young and
fresh ‘;}ﬂpleu. Now they are rot-
ten. y should we welcome
those rotten apples?”
Many of the women fear
their parents might be equally
hostile. If their fears are borne

\ might

out, say the NGOs, the women
forced to return to

merly Bombay, in neighbouring *

"What help?” ministry offi-

anisations

prostitution.

Fortunately, many parents
and familles have accepted
them back with open arms.

Poonam is one of the lucky
ones. After learning that her
parents desperately wanted her

back, she wept for hours. While

praying at Pashupatinath Tem-
ple, she met a relative who held
ner by the hand while the both
cried.

"Where have you been lost?”
he asked. "Your jamily is dying
to see you. They advertised on
radio and television after you
disappeared. They held puja
[religious ceremonies). They did
everything to have you back.”

Poonam told him: "Oh God,
may others be as lucky as [ am. I
thought 1 would die in the
streels.”

Only later did she find out
that her father had died. He
never recovered from the shock
of her disappearance.

Estimates vary, but every
year at least 8,000 girls and’
young womern are lured tg India
and sold.

"The crux of the problem is
the appalling poverty in the vil-
lages." says Dr Bal Gopal
Baidya, of the National Plan-
ning Conunission, which has
social responsibilities. "Lack of

rmmation and awareness is
another major problem. Most
of these girls sold do not know
what kind of life to expect.

"Policing and administra-
tive tightening may help, but,
uttimatelly. the key to solving
the problem lies in alleviating
poverty, generating employ-
ment opportunities and the
economic empowerment of
women. It's a long-term uphill
battle.”

Few disagree, but the task
would be a lot easier il the traf-
ficking was not protected by
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Deadly Legacy of the C}ue—'_f
Dream Merchants'

Jan Sharma writes from Kathmandu

At least 6,000 Nepali girls are lured to India every year and sold into prostitu-
tion. Only the lucky ones are ever accepted back into their families. As Gemini
News Service reports, the trade is helping to spread the AIDS virus in south Asia.

politicians and powerful people
in Kathmandu, and if the gov-
ernment ended its ostrich-like,
head-in-the-sand attitude. .
'One of the side-effects of the
activities of the "dream mer-
chants” who lure and sell
Nepali girls — and of the in-
cr:asin%mpractice of prostitu-

tion of boys — is the spread of
AIDS.

"Nepal has largely been able
to avoid the influence of the
outside world for centuries,”
says Mer Silverman of the
American Foundation for AIDS
Research. "But no amount of
cultural Jarcservatiun_wﬂl kee
AlIDS and [the related virus] H
from crossing its borders.”

Official ures give the
number of HIV-positive Nepalis
up to mid-1996 as 374-51 of
whom have died of AIDS. But
the World Health Or sation
(WHO) says the HIV rate is un-
dﬂirem% in N?p:ﬂ anﬂcihat-
up to 10, e are li to
be infected. e .

The WHO estimates that 1.5
million Indians are infected,
and says that by the year 2010,
there will be 3.9 million cases
in India, 2.9 million in
Bangladesh and 22,000 in
Nepal.

Earlier this year, officials of
member countries of the South
Asian Association for Regional
Cooperation (SAARC) said the
movement of people within
states and across cominon bor-
ders made a regional approach
vital. They recommended the
establishment of permanent
SAARC technical committee on
AIDS,

JAN SHARMA is Contribut-
ing Editor of the weekly news
magazine “Spotlight” in Kath-
mandu.

RAVING the oceans Arab
ts used to sail to
for a piece of Mus-

lin. That was hundreds of
ago. Today, Muslin is a hi :
if Paris is known for its Eif-
fel Tower, Dhaka was once
renowned for its Muslin — a
handleom-woven fabric, so fine
that a matchbex was enough to
hide a .Hu‘:lh sari. So goes the
" The matchless ta and
wonderful s of Muslin
sarl attracted international
demand also from fami-
lies of Asia, Africa Europe.
Sounds like a fairy tale? Yes, it
is

" Muslin is now gone. It's not
the end of the story. Because of

negligente, nfprtmer -
tru:ﬂuun:lsl.:iknﬂdl cmﬂ:.

The Glory of Bengal Handloom Wanes Fast

Ashrafuddowla writes from Kushtia

faced by the weavers the coun-
try's entire handloom industry
is now figh alo battle.

Scarce capital and skyrock-
etirig prices of raw materials
have made handloom products
incompetitive to that of power-
loom.

Besides, the industry is re-

ceivi virtually ne' su t
frﬂ;.[tﬁc state. gﬂl\'ﬂl’& m{
get training and counselling to
da-r.k:ip products to suit the pre-
sent-day demands. As a result
the handloom products are be-
coming costly. and at the same
time, losing market.

Many weavers quit their an-
cestral trade. any have
switched over to more prof-
itable jobs, some migrated to
India, where they found better
support from the state

In some case weavers left
this trade just because were
unable to repay the bank loans.
The number of loan defaulters
is estimated at 16,000 who are
facing court cases until Decem-
ber 1995.

According to an estimate, 50

T cent of the country's six
akh h J s have bec
idle gver the years. Smumgﬂﬁ
Indian fabrics have occupied
the market.

In Kushtia, a district tradi-
tionally famous for handloom,
there were 22 500 handlooms
even five years back. At least 25
per cent have now disappeared.

In village Kutipara under
Goeswami Durgapur union, wea-

* ver Waliuddin said the village

had once about 1,000 looms.
Four hundred of them have

been compelled to closed down
in past three :

Capital constraint is the
biggest problem as most wea-
vers painted out during a survey
by News Network at a hand-
loom pocket in Kushtia.

Institutional financial sup-
ports to handlodm. are almost
absent. Commercial banks. in-
cluding the state-owned ones,

do not have interest in provid-
ing credits to the traditional
sector, aayinrcaﬁ previous loans
have remal un . Though
ii;irr:ﬁtra of the banks are burnt

h amount of loans to the
sector has become bad loans.
The government had disbursed
an amount of Tk 1.5 crore
among 8, 500 weavers in the dis-

trict in 1983, which mounted to
Tk five crore in interest and
principal.

However, weavers have a dif-
ferent wversion. They com-
plained that the loans went to
wrong hands. In 982, the gov-
ernment introduced a credit
scheme for handlioom Wweavers.
The money went to 'fake
weavers', they said.

"Touts, intermediaries and
local mahajans, in fact, were
benefited from the loans.” said
Fazlul Haque, a poor weaver.

Although the government
wrote off credit up to Tk 5,000,
few received the benefits. No
gazette notification was issued
in this and cases were be-
ing filed against so-called de-

faulters, who should have been
covered by the government of-
fer. they complained.

With banks turning their
back, weavers are now being
forced to go to mahajans for
loans at high rate to buy yarns
and dyes. returns from in-
vestment is gradually getting
slimmer. :

In Kutipara, weavers said a
loom could produce fabric of
one bundle or 7.5 pounds of

a weelk. buy this yarn
rom Kumarkhali Haat which
sits twice a week. Each bundle
costs Tk 1.200 on an average
with which a loom can produce
20 pieces lungis or 35 pieces
gamchas.

Weaver Fazlul Huqg said all
the members (8) of his family —
from his old mother to four-

Che Laily Star Entertainment Guide

year-old son Sujan — have to
work dawn to dusk to produce
those 35 . But he gets a
profit of only Tk 400 a week af-
ter all these combined labour. "I
could have earned Tk 700 to 800
a week by paddling a rickshaw-
van. | could relieve my family
members from the streriuous
labour,” he said.

Marginal return is thus
Fﬂshing weavers to other pro-
essions. Most are ending up as
rickshaw-pullers, and many,
day labourers.

The government can still
save the handloom sector from
extinction at least to curb the
unemployment problem.
Things are not absolutely out of
control. Still there are about 15
lakh people engaged in this
sector. scattered all over the

country. The number could be

raised if authorities could ar-
range easy loan for weavers and

make inputs available to them.
The handloom sector ac-
counts’ for 57 per cent of the
country's textile needs. Its an-
nual contribution to the econ-
omy is worth more than Taka
1 .000 crore. '
Many say the handloom
Board needs to be roused to
handle the sector more effi-
cicntliv, The weavers need
technical support from the
Board, which sﬁguld also help
weavers market their products.

Or else Ban%]adcah'u once-
glorious handloom industry
may find only one place: the
museum.
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CAN YOU REACH THE
MOUSE, GARFIELP?
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Tom and Jerr

by Jim Davis

BUT I CAN REACH
HIS REFRIGERATOR!




