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This brief comment is offered to highlight two abuses against children’s rights occurring in Bangladesh: coercion of girls into sex work and child rape.

Bangladesh acknowledges the problem of child prostitution in its Second Periodic Report to the Committee.  The report states that “The most prevalent form of sexual exploitation affecting children in Bangladesh is child prostitution.”
  In December 2002, Human Rights Watch spoke to numerous women who had been forced into prostitution as girls.  Sarifa F.,
 for example, said she came from her village in Barguna District to Dhaka with a neighbor with the intent of taking a job in the garment industry.  Instead, her neighbor’s husband raped her and sold her to a hotel.  She is eighteen now; she was sixteen at the time. 

He tied my hands and feet and tied a cloth around my mouth and raped me three or four times.  I was bleeding.  It was my first time and I was so young.  I was sixteen.  Then I was sick for fifteen days.  My aunty [Sarifa F. refers to her neighbor as aunty] bought me medicines for my treatment.  Then they forcefully took me to a hotel to sell sex.  They handed me over to the hotel supervisor and said, “Get a lot of work out of her.”  Then they told [people running the hotel] to keep their share but to give my share to [the neighbor and her husband].  I did not get any money from the sex work.  Back then I had twenty to thirty clients a day.  Even during the night I had to have sex.  The hotel charged 250 taka [U.S.$4.31] per client.  My aunty took 80 takas [U.S.$1.34] and I got nothing.
   


Lucky K. said she was abused by her step-mother and came to Dhaka to look for work.  She was fifteen at the time.  One of her relatives in Dhaka, it turned out, was a dalal (pimp).  According to Lucky K., he drugged her milk one day and raped her while she was unconscious.  He then forced her to sell sex from his home.


The Second Periodic Report states that “Child prostitutes fall into one of two categories: those who work in one of Bangladesh’s 16 registered brothels and ‘floating’ or street prostitutes.”
  However, Human Rights Watch documented several instances in which girls were also forced into prostitution in hotels or in private homes.  Sarifa F. was sold to a hotel; Lucky K. was forced to sell sex from the home of a pimp.


Human Rights Watch also encountered numerous women who had been raped as girls.  The issue of child rape receives no mention in the Second Periodic Report.  Khalifa L., for example, said she was working in Dhaka as a housemaid at the age of fourteen.  When the parents of the household left for several days, their two sons, aged twenty-five and eighteen, raped her continuously for three days.
  Another woman, Shilpi P., said she was working in a garment factory at the age of eleven when a mastan
 took her to his house and raped her.  He kept her there and had sex with her for six months before she managed to escape.


Our research revealed a widespread tendency to blame the victims of child rape and to consider children who have been raped to be “spoiled”.  According to Khalifa L., after she was raped by her employers’ sons, she returned to her village.  She realized she was pregnant.  When she told her mother, her mother beat her.  Furthermore,

Villagers learned that I had had sex as an unmarried woman, which meant [to them] that I had been raped or had worked as a sex worker.  Young men and boys confronted me and asked for sex.  They said, ‘You’re spoiled so why can’t we have sex with you too?’  I refused them, but one day they caught me and raped me in a field.

This culture of blaming the victim can sometimes help to push victims of child rape into sex work.  Khalifa L. said she left her village after she was raped there to stay with a girlfriend.  It turned out that the girlfriend was a sex worker, and she encouraged Khalifa L. to become one as well.  According to Khalifa L., “She asked me what other possibilities there were, since I was already spoiled.  I became a sex worker at fifteen.”
  Hava V.’s experience was similar.  She said she was married at fourteen but her husband returned her to her mother and divorced her after three months.
  She went to work as a mason’s helper at fifteen.  She stated to Human Rights Watch: “After nine months [on the job], some of the truckers and the masons attacked me and raped me.  I then left that place and went to Shipganj, Sylhet district.  I spoke with sex workers, who convinced me to go with them because my life was already destroyed, because I had been raped.”

The social stigma attached to rape often deters survivors from reporting rapes when they occur.  The deterrent effect of stigma is likely to be even larger with children.  As a result, accurate data on the occurrence of rape is difficult to obtain.  But even when stigma is overcome and rape is reported, it is seldom well investigated, charged, and prosecuted.  According to a UNDP report, “Human Security in Bangladesh,” “Of 1,363 reported cases of rape in 1996, 692 were charge-sheeted; the accused were acquitted in 28 cases, and only 9 cases ended in conviction.  Most of the remaining cases are pending in the courts.  This rate of convictions for violence against women is much lower when compared to the average rate of convictions (70% of all cases in the country).”  The report attributes the lack of convictions to improper and ineffective investigations by the police.
  The failure to convict rapists contributes in turn to social complacence toward the crime.

The concept of the “spoiled” girl also applies to girls who have worked as prostitutes, whether by force or not. At one point, Sarifa F., who was forced into sex work at sixteen, was able to escape the pimp she was working for and return to her village.  The neighbor who had forced Sarifa F. into sex work, however, had already told people in the village that Sarifa F. had become a sex worker.  As a result, Sarifa F.’s own family would not allow her to stay with them.  Outcast, she returned to Dhaka and took up sex work voluntarily.

Already the victims of rape and forced prostitution, these girls are penalized a second time with social stigma.  Similarly, the law enforcement machinery often hurts these girls rather than helping them.  Sarifa F. attempted one escape prior to her unsuccessful journey to her village.  This first escape was from a hotel in Sylhet, where her neighbor had brought her.    A police officer found Sarifa F. on the road and, at the encouragement of the pimp who had been following her, arrested her for being a sex worker.  She was sentenced to five days in jail.  A police officer saw her crying in jail and gave her 200 Tk. [U.S.$3.45] to pay for a lawyer.  When she appeared in court, however, she found her own lawyer arguing that she be returned to a brother she had never seen before.  Sarifa F. guessed that she was being set up and that the supposed “brother” was another pimp.  Choosing the known oppressor over the unknown, she returned to her neighbor to work once again as a sex worker.

Human Rights Watch encountered a number of women who as children suffered abuse, sometimes violent, at the hands of the police.   Shilpi P., for example, said that after six months she escaped the house of the mastan who kidnapped her, only to be beaten and arrested by a police officer.  “When I escaped, I was picked up by the police, who beat me and called me a sex worker.”  Such mistreatment of victims of sexual exploitation is part of a larger context of police misconduct and corruption in Bangladesh.  Human Rights Watch has documented, for example, rampant rapes, beatings, and extortions by police officers  against sex workers and men who have sex with men.
  Transparency International conducted a survey in 2002 that ranked the police as the most corrupt public institution in Bangladesh.
 


The testimony gathered by Human Rights Watch also brings out the ways in which girls’ involvement in child labor increases their vulnerability to sexual violence and to the possibility of being coerced into sex work.  Sarifa F. said that at age sixteen, she was supposed to be on her way to take up a job in a garment factory when the neighbor who was escorting her forced her into prostitution.  Khalifa L. was fourteen and working as a housemaid when she was raped by her employer’s sons.  Shilpi P. was eleven and on her way home from her garment factory job when she was raped and kidnapped.  Hava V. was gang-raped at her job as a mason’s helper when she was fifteen.  Another woman, Jahan H., was fourteen and working in a garment factory when a co-worker deceived her and sold her into a brothel.  It seems that perpetrators of rape and forced prostitution may prey upon children in the workplace, who are away from the protection of their families.  These dangers indicate the need for raising and enforcing the minimum working age, a more expansive understanding of what constitutes hazardous labor,  more aggressive prevention and remedial efforts, and more effective measures to ensure that girls realize their right to education.  At the time of the Second Periodic Report in 2000, minimum ages for various forms of work ranged from twelve to fifteen.
  The report predicted the development of a national child labor policy by 2001, but, as far as Human Rights Watch is aware, no such policy has materialized.

Underlying the abuses at the workplace are the conditions of poverty that help to push children into child labor in the first place.  Vulnerability to child rape and forced prostitution will likely decrease if Bangladesh can improve the basic social and economic situation of poor families and take measures to ensure education for all children.

Recommendations
Human Rights Watch recommends that the Committee on the Rights of the Child:

· Investigate the coercion of girls into prostitution in Bangladesh, including in hotel and residence settings.
· Investigate the phenomenon of child rape in Bangladesh.
The Committee on the Rights of the Child should urge the Bangladeshi government to:

· Aggressively and competently investigate and prosecute all perpetrators of forced prostitution under the Suppression of Immoral Traffic Act and the Suppression of Violence against Women and Children Act.

· Undertake a national campaign on rape, which should include:

· Vigorous prosecution of perpetrators under the Suppression of Violence against Women and Children Act.

· Mass education on the rights of girls and women with an aim to eliminate the social stigma connected to rape.

· Develop a humane approach for assisting child victims of forced prostitution and rape, which should include:

· Counseling, health, legal, and educational services.

· Assessment and pursuit of the child’s best interests.  If a child has been separated from her family, this may but will not necessarily include returning the child to her family.

· If a child is placed in a state-run home, children should be housed separately from adults and should be given proper food, health care, and education.  There should be regular reassessments of the child’s needs and the state should explore non-institutional possibilities for care of the child.

· The government has announced a plan to create crisis centers in all divisional hospitals to provide treatment and legal aid to women victims of violence.
  The government should ensure the availability of similar services for children.

· Undertake a broad reform of the police system, which would include curbing arrests of and abuses against child victims of forced prostitution and rape.  Such a reform may involve:

· Developing a uniform code of conduct for police officers.

· Establishing an independent mechanism for investigating and prosecuting police misconduct, including some form of civilian review of police officers.

· Improving salaries and training for police officers.

· Establish and implement a national policy on child labor that prevents the most exploitative forms of child labor and provides alternatives to children in the workplace.  Take aggressive and effective measures to ensure that all children realize their right to education.

� Human Rights Watch conducted research in Bangladesh in December 2002 that focused on abuses by the police and mastans (thugs, sometimes with political affiliation)against sex workers and men who have sex with men.  The sex workers we interviewed were almost all adults and working as sex workers willingly.  But of those who told us of their childhoods, nearly all had experienced either coerced prostitution as girls or rape as girls or both.  When either or both of those abuses had occurred in a sex worker’s life, the sex worker invariably identified the abuse(s) as among the factors that pushed them into sex work.


Article 34 of the Convention on the Rights of the Child states in relevant part that “States Parties undertake to protect the child from all forms of sexual exploitation and sexual abuse.  For these purposes States Parties shall in particular take all appropriate national, bilateral and multilateral measures to prevent: a. the inducement or coercion of a child to engage in any unlawful sexual activity; b. the exploitative use of children in prostitution or other unlawful sexual practices.”  
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� The 1961 Marriage Family Law Act sets the minimum age for marriage at eighteen.  Several other of the victims of either coerced prostitution or child rape that Human Rights Watch interviewed were married before there were eighteen.  Though the Convention on the Rights of the Child does not mention child marriage, the issue is addressed in other international human rights treaties.  Article 16(2) of the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women (acceded to by Bangladesh, 1984), for example, states that “The betrothal and the marriage of a child shall have no legal effect and all necessary action, including legislation, shall be taken to specify a minimum age for marriage and to make the registration of marriages in an official registry compulsory.”
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