Fighting Human Trafficking

India offers examples of
combating global evil
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imagine a more heinous crime than
g in human beings — the marketing,
distribution, and in many cases, sale of women
and children to be exploited and abused by oth-
ers. Those who are complicit in human traf-
ficking deserve our scorn, our rebuke, and ul-
timately, society’s punishment for this most fla-
grant of human rights abuses. On Monday, the
secretary of state released the annual
Trafficking in Persons (TTP) Report. The
report, which is mandated by law, aims to
raise global awareness, underscore the
growing efforts of the international com-
munity to combat human trafficking,
and encourage nations around the world
to take effective actions to counter all
forms of trafficking.

Each year the TIP Report highlights
“TTP Heroes’, those individuals who have
made a difference in the fight against hu-
man trafficking in their home countries.
This year we are pleased to share the sto-
ry of Kari Siddamma, a grass roots ac-
tivist who has worked extensively with
the marginalised Irula tribal communi-
ties in Tamil Nadu. Her work with local
communities included freeing bonded labour-
ers, organising communities into cooperatives
and mainstreaming children into the educa-
tion system through transitional schools. With
her assistance, an Irula movement has
emerged that is now better organised to take on
those who would otherwise benefit from the
suffering of victims of trafficking and forced
and bonded labour.

In 1990, Siddamma started the Bharathi
Trust — an NGO that seeks to raise awareness,
protect basic human rights, and empower Irula
communities. The trust has been working with
tribal communities in 60 villages in Thiruval-
lur district to form cooperatives, partner with
the government on developmental schemes,
and provide day care services and motivational
centres. In one particularly noteworthy effort,
Siddamma helped secure the release of over
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1,000 bonded labourers employed in rice mills
in the Red Hills area of Tamil Nadu in 2004.
The US estimates that there are hundreds of
thousands, if not millions of people around the
world, including in the US, most of whom are
women and children, who have been forced
into sexual servitude, forced labour and debt
bondage. Through the TIP Report we hope to
raise awareness of the extent of the global traf-
ficking problem. Earlier this year, President
Bush reauthorised the Trafficking Victims
Protection Act (TVPA) of 2000. The Bill ad-
dresses all major aspects of trafficking — at-
tacking the conditions that lead to victimisa-

tion, providing assistance for those who have
already been trafficked, and prosecuting those
who take advantage of the most vulnerable.
Over the past few years, the US has committed
more than $400 million to anti-trafficking ef-
forts around the world. Last year alone, the US
spent $95 million for projects in 101 different
countries. That is in addition to the $25 million
spent on programmes to fight human traffick-
ing in the United States.

Recognising trafficking is an important is-
sue, the Indian government is taking action. A
few months ago, the former department of
women and child development was elevated to
the ministerial level, raising the profile of gov-
ernment’s anti-trafficking agenda. The central
government is also pursuing initiatives that
would establish media awareness campaigns,
coordinate national enforcement of anti-traf-
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ficking laws and expand coordination of gov-
ernment efforts at the national and state levels.

The US embassy and consulates in India are
providing assistance. We have a good working
relationship with our counterparts at all levels
of the Indian government and support current
legislation that would strengthen laws and
penalties against traffickers. We collaborate
with NGOs and multilateral organisations such
as UNIFEM and UNODC to raise awareness of
trafficking, help victims, and incarcerate of-
fenders. Finally, the US is providing more than
$9 million to a total of 24 projects across India,
more projects than in any other country in the
world. Ultimately, though, the conse-
quences of trafficking in human beings
can best be seen through the eyes of those
who have suffered and survived.

Take the story of Anita, a young girl
who grew up in Bihar and lost both of
her parents early on. At the age of seven,
Anita was picked up by traffickers who
sold her to a travelling circus. She es-
caped and found her way to Andhra
Pradesh by train, travelling alone. There,
as a young girl with no one looking after
her, she was again picked up by traffick-
ers who placed her with a family as a do-
mestic servant. Anita was kept locked in
the house, abused and not permitted out-
side without supervision. Luckily, she
again escaped and went straight to the
police, who referred her to a supportive local
NGO. Anita spent some time in a bridge school
that helped prepare her for formal schooling.
She did so well that now, at 16, she has been able
to attend a private school in Hyderabad funded
by private donations. She is doing so well, and
her story of survival is so stirring, that she
even had the opportunity recently to meet the
prime minister Anita often returns to the
bridge school to provide support to other girls
and help them develop their own stories of sur-
vival — and success.

I remain confident that in partnership with
governments, civil society and international
organisations, we can protect the most vulner-
able members of the international community,
and bring those who would benefit from their
suffering to justice.

The writer is US ambassador to India.



Assam wakes up to human
\r,mgkmg alarm bells

GUPTA KASHYAP
GUWANATI, MAY 24

THE Assam Police have finally
woken up to the problem of traf-
ficking in girls and young women.
The past few years have seen quite
asubstantial rise in the incidents of
young women gone missing. The
force has taken up a series of pro-
grammes to sensitise and update
its officers to tackle this emerging
menace in the region.

Leading the initiative is Assam
Police director-general D N Dutta.
He called upon NGOs and the me-
dia today to provide more support
to the police and also assured reci-
procal response from the force.

“NGOs active in the rescue and
rehabilitation of victims of traf-
ficking are seeking more coopera-
tion from the law-enforcing agen-
cies, including the police towards a
more proactive role in assisting
them in conducting raids based
on specific information,” Dutta

said at a day-long interactive
workshop intended at sensitising
police officers of various ranks to
the problem.

G Bhuyan, IGP (CID), Assam
Police, said over 100 girls, mostly
from the Adivasi and other tribes,
had gone missing from 25 relief
camps in Kokrajhar district in the
past two years. More than 300 girls
and young women from Assam
alone had been rescued in the re-
cent past from brothels, red-light
areas and traffickers. Hasina
Kharbih, president of the Shil-
long-based Impulse NGO Net-
work, said this was just the tip of
the iceberg.

Kharbih, whose NGO has been
playing a leading role in rescue of
girls from the Northeast, pointed
out that unlike in other areas
where poverty and conflict had
been some of the basic reasons
pushing young women into the
hands of traffickers, a section of
call centre recruiters could actually

be part of rackets run byg'ndlcates
involved in human trafficking in
the region.”

She also questioned why the
‘Look East’ policy of the Govern-
ment did not consider looking at
human trafficking as a major prob-
lem area of the future. “Why don’t
tourism policies of different state
governments of the Northeast inte-
grate prevention of trafficking so
that the region does not end up be-
coming another Thailand?” she
asked, calling for a debate on the
non-inclusion of this issue in the
policy. She said educated girls
from Assam and the Northeast
who go out to take up jobs in call
centres or join modeling were vul-
nerable to traps laid by human
traffickers.

“There is an urgent need to
monitor and check recruitment
agencies who come from outside
the region to recruit girl candidates
for different kinds of jobs in the
services industry,” Kharbih said.
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