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Sexual Exploitation of Children in Tourism

Introduction

Recent research has drawn attention to the linkages between international debt, price fluctuations in global commodity markets, structural adjustment measures, economic development policy and the expansion of the commercial sex trade in developing countries. So, for example, since the 1970s, world financial institutions have encouraged indebted nations to respond to economic crises by developing tourism and/or ‘non-traditional’ export industries such as gold, diamonds and timber. One side effect of such development policies is the creation of highly concentrated, effective demand for prostitution: affluent tourists seeking ‘entertainment’ and/or predominantly male, migrant workers in isolated mining and logging regions with cash to spend on ‘recreation’. Meanwhile, structural adjustment measures have expanded the prostitution labour market by undermining traditional subsistence economies, cheapening labour and redirecting subsidies away from social spending and basic commodities towards debt servicing. This has created a 'surplus' labouring population as well as driving down wages of those in work, and for many of those affected, the sex trade now offers the only or the best opportunities for earnings.

Sri Lanka is a case in point.

Sri Lanka is an island of 65,610 square kilometres, situated in the Indian Ocean just below India. By 2001 its population stood at 18,732,255. Being an island nation it has hundreds of kilometres of beautiful beach area. Sinhalese, Tamils and Muslims mainly inhabit it. Its annual growth rate fluctuates between 3.5% - 5% at best.  Life expectancy at birth is 74.Adult literacy rate is 91.4. GNP per capita is (1999) US $ 820.Real GDP per capita (1999) is US $ 3279. 

Sri Lanka has embarked upon an economic reform programme based on globalisation, liberalization and privatization since 1977. In short Sri Lanka has been pursuing an open economic policy for last three decades.

Sri Lanka was well known for its welfare oriented policies in its post independence period. Large allocations for human development and social welfare programmes had achieved substantial income equality and poverty alleviation during early post independence period. Economic reform programmes initiated after 1977 failed to sustain its early success due to host of reasons - ethnic conflict being the main obstacle. Today one forth of Sri Lanka's population live below the poverty line. The Southern Province, which is one of the tourist belts in the country is the poorest in terms of per capita income and has the highest unemployment rate. 

Since the beginning of open economic policy some negative economic trends have been observed. In 1995 the share of poorest 20 percent in consumption was just 8 percent while that of richest 20 percent is 42.8 percent. 

Armed ethnic conflict, which developed in to a full-blown civil war by year 2000, had taken more than 64,000 lives during the last two decades. Militarisation was rampant in all spheres of public life. There are 50,000 army deserters in the country at large and estimated 10,000 small arms are in the hands of those deserters. Sexual violence against women as well as violent crime in general has being on increase during last two decades. War has created tens of thousand of female-headed families all over the country.

More than one million Sri Lankan women are working abroad mainly as housemaids. At least half of them could be mothers who have left their children with husbands or in most of the cases with relatives. 

Over view of tourism industry

Sri Lanka started to market itself as a tourist destination in a big way only from early 80s. Tourism also became a part and parcel of the open door development strategy. In the early years Sri Lanka was marketed as a homosexual paradise by Europe based sex tourism groups. And at the same time some tour magazines promoted Sri Lanka for three S meaning Sun, Sand and Sex.

First news stories on sexual exploitation of children in tourism appeared too in early 80s. Early news stories lacked any perspective in to the issue and had a very sensational flavour. International and local NGOs started reporting on this these developments in Sri Lanka at the same time. With the onset of war tourism lost its growth dynamic in Sri Lanka there by pushing the issue out of the public discussion. But Sexual exploitation of children in tourism continued with occasional crackdowns by the authorities. There have been few SECT cases during the last few years, which received wide publicity. Most knowledgeable groups and persons are in the opinion that what has come to light is only tip of the iceberg.   

To day the internal conflict has also dented tourism, a sector that employs about 100,000 people and is the number two earner in the country's services industry. It contributed 53 percent of GDP in 1999. Sri Lanka boasts several picturesque beach resorts, colonial hill stations and historic sites, but its northern and eastern coasts are off-limits to tourists because of the war. Only about 400,000 tourists visited Sri Lanka in 1999 although the country can play host to one million visitors a year.

Tourism is the fourth largest foreign exchange earning industry in Sri Lanka, and despite adverse publicity in the international media, the island only attracts about 450,000 tourists a year. Furthermore, the tourism industry is working on a concentrated effort to increase the number of tourist arrivals by 10 to 15% in the next few years.


Despite the attack by the LTTE on the country’s international airport at Katunayake in 2000, leaders of the industry remain optimistic, and the country is in a strong position to work on a planned program to resurrect its tourism industry. Consequently, the Government is closely working with international airport specialists to get the best possible security facilities at the airport.

The country is now concentrating on niche markets such as adventure travel and eco tourism while in the same time promoting a destination for conventions, seminars, business meetings, and sports events.

Tourism is a private sector industry since hotels are rather owned and built by the private sector. Nevertheless, the Government carries out the monitoring, taxation and various other aspects. The tourist attractions that make Sri Lanka such a desirable destination vary from sunny beaches to the cooler hill country, ancient monuments and frescoes to murals, genuine gems to beautiful batiks. Though the country is quite popular for its pristine beaches, it has much more than beaches to offer to any traveler. Its present the official and industry approach is beyond beaches and into nature, culture and adventure concepts. 

But the sexual exploitation of children continues without much hindrance still.

Situation of the children  

Estimated child population of Sri Lanka between 05-14 was 3.186,838 and the child population between 15-17 was 1,157,9329 (in 1999). An ILO research paper estimates under 19 population in Sri Lanka to have exceeded 8.8 million in 1999.

Only 3% of children of first category was not engaged in education and of second category 29% was not engaged in education. Of the 3,094,693 children engaged in education belong to the 05-14 age group 889,229 were only engaged in education without engaging in house keeping activities or economic activities. Of the 818,409 children engaged in education belong to the 15-17 age group 166,655 were only engaged in education without engaging in house keeping activities or economic activities

There were estimated 15,726 travel attendants and guides among the working children. Most of these children must be associated with the tourism industry.

The main reasons given for letting the child work are economic difficulties. (Child Activity Survey, 1999)  

According to the Prof. Harendra Silva, chair person of Child Protection bureau there is widespread sex abuse during childhood in Sri Lanka. He calls the remaining data as the iceberg phenomenon and gives several reasons for this it. According to Prof. Silva 'our incidence of sex abuse unusually high amongst boys'. 

"The estimated number of sexually exploited children has varied from 30,000 according to Dr. Weeramunda's report and 2000-2500 in the study by Dr. N. Rathnapala. Those children who cater to the tourist are most likely drop outs before a levels" says Prof. Silva.

He further says " considering our data, we should not forget that the local pedophiles out number the tourist by many numbers. The white skinned pedophiles have got all the attention, so much so the people have forgotten or not aware of the local component. We should also understand that every tourist pedophile there would be many local collaborators who should be considered equally guilty." (Child Abuse - The Gravity of the Problem and Dilemmas in Management in Sri Lanka).

The 112 year old penal code clauses related to child abuse were reformed with a new set of laws enacted in 1995 and 1998 in Sri Lanka. 

Under these amendments whoever knowingly permits any child to remain in any premises for the purpose of causing such a child to be sexually abused or participate in any form of sexual activity or in any obscene or indecent exhibition or show; acts as procurer of a child for the purpose of sexual intercourse or for any form of sexual abuse. Induce a person to be a client of a child sexual intercourse or for any form of sexual abuse by means of print or other media, oral advertisements or other similar means; take advantage of his influence over or his relationship to a child to procure the child for sexual intercourse or any form of sexual abuse, threatens or uses violence towards a child to procure the child for sexual intercourse or any form of sexual abuse; gives monetary consideration, goods or other benefits to a child or his parents with intent to procure such a child for sexual intercourse or any form of sexual abuse commits the offence of sexual exploitation of children. 

The punishment stipulated for this offence is prison term not less than five years and not exceeding twenty years and also may be punished with a fine. (An easy guide to amendments - a P.E.A.C.E. publication)

ILO published a report on The Commercial Sexual Exploitation of Children in Sri Lanka in Feb. 2002. Here are the findings and recommendation of this well researched report.

Findings and recommendations

The study identifies several socio economic and cultural factors as contributing towards "push and‑pull" factors in the commercial sexual exploitation of children, as delineated below.

· Social and economic poverty are the main factors that contribute to children's frustration and their resulting involvement in commercial sex. However, children were subjected to sexual exploitation through the negligence of parents and also the parents' ignorance of the involvement of their children in sex related activities.

· The impact of environmental factors on commercial sex is clearly evident in coastal locations where children are lured in to sex related activities by tourism in those areas.

· A factor that contributes towards pulling children into commercial sex is the existing demand in society for sex‑with‑children. This is substantiated by the study finding that paedophiles were not always foreign tourists, and included people from the local community.

· There is a gender difference in factors that push and pull children into commercial sex. For instance, the findings show that female children get involved in commercial sexual activities at a younger age than male children. Additionally, they usually belong to the "very poor" category of respondents, which suggests the influence of economic reasons as a strong "push" factor. Society's attitude towards them is one of condemnation. The majority of girl respondents were involved with local clients, whereas in the case of boys their clients were mostly foreigners.

· As a result of the hidden nature of the issue, children in commercial sex hardly enter the rehabilitation process. The treatment they receive in many rehabilitation centres appears to be inadequate, as programmes in such centres are mostly limited to general services such as providing basic education and vocational training.

Since the commercial sexual exploitation of children in Sri Lanka is the result of the interplay of many factors, prevention and rehabilitation programmes need to be multi‑dimensional in their approach and address the issue holistically. It is possible to identify some areas as given below, through which the multi‑dimensional approach could be launched.

· Educate parents and children of potentially high-risk families on health hazards related to sexual exploitation.

· Provide vocational training leading to employment opportunities for such children.

· Revive feelings of social responsibilities of the community, so that the community would be vigilant about those practicing commercial sex. 

· Improve the quality of counseling services at schools in the at‑risk areas.

·  Strengthen the effectiveness of law enforcement relating to commercial sex.

·  Mobilize the support of NGOs to implement community based programmes. Work towards establishing community based organizations (CI30s) and government institutions in the areas at high risk of commercial sex.
Situation of the media  

The media in Sri Lanka can be broadly placed into two categories - state-owned and controlled, and privately-owned and controlled. The state owns the Associated Newspapers of Ceylon Ltd. (Lake House) which has the broadest outreach in terms of distribution networks, and which also benefits from extensive state advertising. Radio and television were a government monopoly until the mid-1980s. Since then, several privately-owned television/radio stations have been established. The state continues to control the Sri Lanka Broadcasting Corporation (radio), the Sri Lanka Rupavahini Corporation (television) and ITN radio and television network. The transmission capacity of the private stations is far more limited than that of the state-owned radio and television. Thus, state radio and television remain the electronic media that reach the largest number of consumers, especially in the far-flung areas of the island. In the north and east, in areas under the control of the LTTE, that organization's Voice of Tigers broadcasts within a limited radius.    

There are 7 large private establishments that print a number of daily newspapers in national languages, as well as some more private establishments that publish several weekend newspapers. There are 3 large privately-owned establishments broadcasting on radio and television - and several other r private radio stations. 

There are several journalists' organizations that work for the promotion of their profession. Among them are the Free Media Movement, Sri Lanka  Working Journalists' Association and the Photo-Journalists Association. There is also the Editors' Guild of Sri Lanka, and a Foreign Correspondents' Association. There are number of trade unions of media workers and the Federation of Media Employees Trade Union (FMETU), which unites most of them. The Free Media Movement (FMM) which is a grouping of independent journalists and persons working in different fields in the media is the most active lobbying and advocacy organization in Sri Lanka that works on behalf of the freedom of expression and information.  

Media coverage of children

Coverage of children in Sri Lankan media in general is limited to children's pages/ programmes and on child victims of various acts and accidents. Positive stories on children are not regular and rare. Interviews with children on related national issues appear seldom on newspaper pages or TV screen. For instance, during the last year 221children were killed by road accidents. Most of them were school children. But there has been no public debate involving children carried out by any mainstream newspaper in the country. All most all front page news and most of the prominent news stories appeared on children in the mainstream press during the February- March 2003 were of child victims or child offenders.

Media organization in Sri Lanka has neither their own guidelines on reporting child issues nor their own code of ethics for general reporting. Knowledge of existing code of ethics among journalists is not satisfactory. Most of them do not have a personal copy of it and do not take it seriously. 

Clouse 6.2 of code of professional practice (code of ethics) of Sri Lanka editors Guild says: 

In reporting accounts of crime or criminal case, publications shall not, unless it is legally permitted and in the public interest-

1. name victims of sex crimes

2. knowingly name any young person accused of a criminal offence who is below the age of 16 and who has no previous convictions 

3. identify without consent relatives of a person accused or convicted of a crime

Although naming victims of sex crimes are rare in Sri Lankan media identifying them in some other ways and means are not uncommon. Especially electronic media organizations have being showing victims of sex crimes in a recognisable way or broadcasting live discussions unedited on such issues so that unnecessary information and unethical disclosures air freely. 

None of the reports or feature stories appeared on SECT had given information on counseling centers or childcare centers that could be useful rehabilitate child victims. 

One positive development in TV industry is that children themselves present more and more children's entertainment programmes. On the other hand children are being used as advertisers in electronic media increasingly.

Case studies 

Case study of 13 year girl delivering a baby.

This is story about a13 year old school going girl child who gave a birth to a baby is well known in Sri Lanka. All most all news media organisations picked up the story from either hospital or police sources and gave it a wide publicity.

This girls father was working in Middle East and mother had left the child in the care of grand mother. A hospital worker befriended her when she was attending to a relative in the hospital. She became pregnant from that man. She was handed over to a shelter for women to be looked after by the police. Women of Dutch nationality who have been living in Sri Lanka for a long time was in charge of the shelter.

For the childbirth she was admitted to a private nursing home in Kandy. Some persons working in the hospital tipped the local journalists. Ceylon Daily News of 2002.11.09 run the story as cited below.

Inquiry into incident at Peradeniya Children's Home 

by Asela Kuruluwansa, Indika Polkotuwa and Kandy Group Correspondent 

Central Province Health, Indigenous Medicine, Probation and Child Care Minister Saliya Bandara Dissanayake has ordered the Probation and Child Care Commissioner of Central Province to conduct a full scale inquiry on the alleged incident where a 13-year-old girl of a Children's Home in Peradeniya delivered a child in a private hospital in Kandy. The Minister has ordered the officials to close down this children's home. 

The Minister in a press conference yesterday said this children's home has been conducted without the approval of his Ministry. Arrangements have also been made to shift the children in this home to other homes under the Central Province Probation and Child Care Department. 

Dissanayake said there are 29 children's homes controlled by the Department of Probation and Child Care of the Central Province. All these children's homes are doing well. But information has been revealed on various illegal activities conducted in several children's homes which have not obtained state approval. 

He said a racket selling children to foreign countries is being conducted in several children's homes in the Central Province. 

When the Daily News contacted Peradeniya Police, an official said a 13 year-old-girl raped by her own father had later been handed over to a children's home by her parents. 

Police denied reports that this home has been run by a foreigner fraudulently. Police investigations revealed that the Children's Home has been registered at the Ministry of Social Services, Battaramulla under registration number of FL 52711. 

The Home has been conducted by the woman at Bowalawatta, Peradeniya for the past 10 years with funding from the Netherlands, Police said. 

The Island too ran this story on the same day.

13-year-old delivers baby under mysterious conditions  

by Cyril Wimalasurendre


Kandy — "The Central Provincial Council’s Health Indigenous and Child Care and Probation Minister Saliya Bandara Dissanayake on Thursday (07) afternoon directed the Provincial Child Care and Probation Commissioner’s Department officials to hold a full-scale inquiry into the case of a thirteen-year-old girl from a children’s home giving birth to a child by caesarean operation at a private hospital near Katugastota.

The unmarried minor was operated on the previous night and the baby is kept separate from the mother in the private hospital, sources said.

On a tip-off Provincial Minister Saliya Bandara Dissanayake assigned the Provincial Commissioner of Probation R. M. M. Wijetunge and the ministry audit officer to investigate the matter of the teenage girl giving birth to a child.

The girl has been admitted to the private hospital on the directions of a foreign woman running a private children’s home near Peradeniya, sources said.

The private hospital has charged a sum of Rs. 36,000 as cost of the caesarean operation. The bill was to be settled by the foreigner.

The infant treated in the baby care ward is about 2.5 kilograms in weight, hospital sources said.

In the meantime a surgeon believed to have performed the operation on the young girl obstructed and threatened the police personnel and the media personnel who entered the private hospital premises to collect information regarding the rare case of child birth, last afternoon.

Meanwhile, DIG Central Nimal Mediwaka has ordered a police investigation."

Sirasa Radio station broadcast a live programme where the announcer repeatedly accused the women's shelter as a place reported to be selling children.  The programme was called "SULAN KAPOLLA"

Some newspapers too run news stories with headlines allegedly accusing the shelter-selling children. But none of the media organisations gave any information to substantiate the allegation. 

A provincial Minster gave the name of the Dutch women who was running the shelter and gave the telephone number of the shelter over the Sirasa radio. Minster said that he had ordered to close down the shelter and announcer was trying to find out why his order was not carried out. Minster named over the radio some other shelter in the same area and the organisation that run the shelter and accused them of engaged in dubious activities.

The organisations running the shelters for abused and battered female children and women had to face unnecessary difficulties because of this media exposure.

The whole programme was focused on finding a fault with the shelter. It did not discuss the child abuse and how to look after the abused children. 

The identity of the child became known and she could not continue her education. News organisations forgot the story. The child fate is not a concern of any of them any more.

This rejoinder sent by The Psychiatry Department of the Faculty of Medicine, Peradeniya University as a press release tells the true story of the incident and where media got the story wrong. It clearly shows that media reportage on that incident was not balanced and did not take the interest of the child seriously. Further more it pinned down the minister's misbehaviour on which many media organisations based their accusations against care givers. It is worth reproducing the full text of the statement, as it was a very courageous position rarely seen in Sri Lanka these days. 

13-year-old’s delivery of baby

‘All attempts were made to act in best interests of child’ 

The Psychiatry Department of the Faculty of Medicine, Peradeniya University in a press release said:

"We are issuing this statement in response to the false and inaccurate media exposure of the delivery of a baby by a 13-year-old child at a private hospital in Kandy. The television, radio channels which broadcast this news on (7th November) and the newspaper accounts published on the 8th November claim this was done in a secretive manner under mysterious circumstances. In the best of interest of all concerned particularly those of the child we would like to describe the course of events, which led to this most unfortunate state of affairs.

This child was first referred to the Forensic Department of the Faculty of Medicine, Peradeniya by the Peradeniya police. The medico legal officer who saw this child who was pregnant at that time was then (31st July 2002) referred her to Women’s Information Support and Education Centre, a joint project run by the Municipal Council of Kandy, Department of Psychiatry, Peradeniya and Nivahana Society of Kandy to help women exposed to trauma. The child was seen with her mother and a counsellor assigned to work with them. The Commissioner of Probation and Child Welfare was informed on the same day. A week later the child and the mother complained that they were being threatened and requested shelter for the child. On the 7th of August 2002 under instructions from the Officer in Charge of the Peradeniya Police Station the child was admitted to Amma Lamai a home registered under the Ministry of Social Services. She was since then seen by the Obstetric and Psychiatric Units of the General Hospital Peradeniya. A criminal investigation was also commenced by the police and the National Child Protection Authority against the alleged assailant of the child.

A decision was made by the Consultant Psychiatrist who was treating the child for her depression to deliver the baby at a private hospital as previous admission to the General Hospital, Peradeniya proved to be very stressful and traumatic to the child. The child was admitted on the 5th of November 2002 evening by the officials of Amma Lamai and the mother of the child as she was in labour. The child was seen by the Consultant Obstetrician who in consultation with the Consultant Psychiatrist decided to deliver the baby by Caesarean section as indicated by medical conditions. The operation was uneventful and a healthy baby was delivered and the mother and child remain well. The attempt by all care givers involved in the treatment of this child was to maintain privacy and confidentiality and not secrecy as evidenced by the reporting of the alleged crime to the Police, National Child Protection Authority and to the Commissioner of Probation and Child Care. All attempts were made to act in the best interests of the child and to minimize the stress and trauma of a child of 13 years experiencing childbirth through a pregnancy caused by sexual trauma.

The painstaking efforts of her care givers were negated by the harm fisted inquiry conducted by the Commissioner of Probation and Child Welfare allegedly under the direction of the Minister of Health of the Central Province, Salinda Dissanayake and through the resulting media exposure. We find the behaviour of the public official, the Minister of Health irresponsible and extremely traumatic to the child, her mother and her care givers who have worked hard over the past few months to help this unfortunate child.

The attempt by the Consultant Obstetrician to protect the privacy, confidentiality and the rights of this child has been misinterpreted as threatening behaviour. The insinuation has greatly affected the professional standing of this consultant. The accusations aimed at Ms. Tina Haama the volunteer who runs Amma Lamai Home who has been working tirelessly over the past twelve years to help children and women exposed to many misfortunes are intolerable and inaccurate.

We hope that this statement will be given the same publicity by the television, radio channels and newspapers to at least place before the public the accurate facts of this matter. The damage and hurt they have caused to the child and her care givers will be difficult to repair. We will appeal and urge all authorities concerned to take stern and appropriate action to prevent such irresponsible and unprofessional behaviour by the media, public officials and the Minister of Health of the Central Province.

All the care givers are willing to be interviewed by members of the media if they need any further clarifications. Even at this late stage we appeal to all concerned to stop the harassment of this child.

Point of view:

Commissioner for childcare and probation Mr. Asoka Peries:

There have been more reports appearing on child sexual abuse in recent times. Most of the time the child victim is abused again by those media reports. One TV station once showed a dress of a child sexual victim with its the blood patches. An important message we would like media to convey is that becoming a child sexual victim is no fault of children themselves. 

Poverty is not the main reason for child prostitution. It is the lack of prenatal care that pushes children in to such situations. In such cases mother could have gone abroad for a employment, she may be dead, may have taken a another man or even may 

be insane.

In 21 child abuse cases reported from Madirgiriya area during the past two years 11of the victimised children were not living with their mother and in four incidents it was their father who was the abuser. In both ways fathers were not able protect their girl children.

Child labour in its various forms also should be recognized as a child abuse. Child domestic servants are probably the most abused category of children in this country.

Child victims of sexual abuse are detained in prisons with sentenced juvenile prisoners when they are taken to courts from the childcare centres. This practice is could be very harmful to the child all the good work done in childcare centres could be jeopardised in one two night in prisons. We need separate courts for child abuse cases and flexible working arrangements in transporting them. 
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