. Jyothi, a 14-year-old prostitute, outside her brothel in

Mumbai. We were unable to interview her for this story, because

moments after this picture was taken she was beaten by one of
. the brothel’s thugs (see inset, right) for speaking with a reporter.




or if she seems confused, we
stop her.” If Gita and Nisha’s
suspicions are confirmed, the
young girls are then taken to
a transit center for further
questioning, and border po-
lice are called upon to arrest
the sex traffickers.

Together, Gita and Nisha
stop as many as four girls a
day from being sold into the
sex industry. The reason for
their determination is also
the reason for their success:
They themselves spent years
being brutalized in India’s
brothels. The U.S. State De-
partment estimates that more
than 2 million women —many
of them abducted from neigh-
boring Nepal and Bangla-
desh- work as prostitutes in
India against their will.

“Former victims of traffick-
ing can recognize those being
trafficked,” says Anuradha
Koirala, 52, the founder and
director of Maiti Nepal (which,
means

loosely translated,
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“Mother’s House”), the or-
ganization that coordinates
this and [our other such border
patrols between Nepal and
India. With the police, Maiti
Nepal also stages raids on
brothels to rescue sex slaves,
bringing those who have HIV/
AIDS, like Gita and Nisha,
back to Maiti Nepal’s hospice
to live out their final days.

“Not so long ago, I weighed
126 pounds; now I'm down to
just 95 pounds,” says 20-year-
old Gita, who was infected
with HIV after being forced to
service as many as 50 men a
day for the three years she was
in sexual servitude. “I know
the disease is taking over my
body. The diarrhea is con-
stant. So are the sweats and
headaches.” Gita also has
painful bone tuberculosis, a
complication of the diseasc.
“I know I don’t have long,”
she says. “But stopping the
trallickers is my revenge -the
only one I have.”

There are
only two
ways out
of the
brothels:

Saving others from
her own fate
Nisha, also 20, is called a
“tigress” by her colleagues,
because of her ferocity on pa-
trol. At age 13, she accepted a
job from a family friend to
work at a jewelry business in
India. She was duped. “What
the woman really sold,” Nisha
says, “was girls.”

When Nisha first arrived at
the brothel, she was locked in a
cage for seven days and denied
food until she began servicing
customers. Nisha’s cage, like
others, was a narrow cubicle,
just wide enough for a thin,
stained mattress. She turned
tricks for less than $1 each. It
was moncy that she never saw.
Like most sex slaves, Nisha
had been sold for a paltry
amount—usually $300 to
$1000—and told she had to pay
back her purchase price before
she would be released. But this
never happens, since the slaves
are also billed for rent, food,




umbai, a megalopolis of 20 million
people, best known by its former
name Bombay, is a city in which

extravagant mansions overlook the
la1 gest slum on earth, Not [ar from Western-style restau-
rants that serve the bejeweled elite, one-third of the city’s
residents live without running water in hovels constructed
of plastic, cardboard and metal sheeting.

In the midst of such poverty and wealth, and far from the
routes cleared for President Clinton’s recent state visit, is the
world’s largest red-light district, Kamathipura. India has
more than two million prosti-
tutes, according to the latest
government-sponsored sur-
vey. But that was nine vears
ago, and today the number is
considerably higher, possibly
double, Five hundred thou-
sand ol them, half of whom are
minors and indentured sex
slaves, sulfer hellish existences
in Mumbai’s hrothels,

Lured from impoverished
villages throughout India,
Nepal and Bangladesh, voung
girls are tapped by local recruiters who promise to give
them coveted jobs working as domestics or in factorics
in the big citics. Or they are sold by relatives or neighbors.
“If a father has five daughters, he sells two (o feed the
other three,” says Durga Ghimere, head of ABC Nepal,
an agency aiding former sex slaves. Others are duped
by brothel procurers who marry them and as many as
one hundred other victims. Illiterate and raised to be [

Brothel managers in
front of prostitutes’ cages.
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serviced customers day
after day, night after
night. She was never
allowed to refuse a
customer or a sex acl.
Not surprisingly, Bibi
soon fell ill. “I was
having bad fevers,” she
says, “but no matter
how sick [ was, I had
to let customers do
what they wanted.”

India now has more
people living with
HIV/AIDS than any
country in the world.
According to the lat-
est UNAIDS statistics,
the country has about
tour million infected
adults and children.
And that rate is dou-
bling every 18 to 24
months, says LS.
Gilada, M.D., a lead-
ing Indian AIDS ex-
pert. Surveys show that 67 to 80
percent of India’s prostitutes are
infected with HIV, and a third
of those have AIDS.

T'ragically, as the incidence
of HIV in India rises, the aver-
age age of the indentured pros-
titutes declines. “Now, with HIV,
most men prefer 10- to
12-year-old prostitutes,”
says Vipula Kadr,
founder of Save the
Children India, “while
a decade ago,
wanted more cxpcri- g
enced girls.” Persistent «
myths in India hold
that sex with young vir-
gins not only restores a
man’s virility, but also
cures him of sexually
transmitted diseases.
Consequently, very
young prostitutes, who
are the most vulnera-
ble to HIV because their vagi-
nal and anal tissue is frequently
torn, arc worked the hardest,
servicing up to 40 customers a
day. They are also made to
work when pregnant, often
until a few days before delivery,
or are back working within a
week after they have abortions.

they

Kamla was pregnant and 22
when she was sold to a brothel
three years ago. Like all the oth-
ers, she was told she couldn’t
leave until she had paid back
her purchase price. “I didn’t
want to work because I was
pregnant, but the brothel man-
ager told me I had no choice.”
Almost immediately after Kamla
gave birth, she was forced back
to work. “I'm very frightened
onc of the clients will abuse
my daughter,” she says. “I don’t
want her to end up like me.”

Kamla’s fears are very real.
The children of sex slaves are
often inducted into the profes-
sion at an early age. “Customers
view the children in brothels
as bonuses,” says Priti Patkar, a
social worker who co-founded
Prerana, a volunteer agency
that runs a night créche for the
children of prostitutes in India.
“Kids are placed under the
beds in the brothels because
there is nowhere else for them
Lo go. Babies are drugged with
opium to make them sleep, so
the clients won’t know they’re
there. Not surprisingly, these
children become second-gener-
ation prostitutes. In the broth-

els, girl babies are welcomed,
because it’s cheaper to breed
prostitutes than import them,
whereas in normal Indian life,
cveryone wants to have boys.”
The night créche, in the mid-
dle of the red-light district, gives
kids a safe place to sleep, two
meals a day and a bath. But >

Babies
are placed

under brothel
beds and

with opium
to make
them sleep,
so the clients
won’t know
they’re there.

is very. génemus and
 feels tha he world is betﬁer

Children of
prostitutes find
a safe haven
in Prerana’s
night créche.




because of limited funding, only
80 children can be cared for,
and only those prostitutes who
have paid off their purchase
price are free to drop ofl their
children for the night. In addi-
tion to the services the créche
provides, the Prerana staff also
tries to empower prostitutes to
use condoms. “But if Indian
wives can’t get their husbands to
usc condoms,” asks Patkar, “how
can sex slaves, who are totally
powerless, get men to use them?”

With the risk of infection so
great, why do Indian men visit
these brothels on a regular
basis? Sunil, 27, who works in a
travel agency, summed it up as
he left a brothel on a Saturday
afternoon: “I come here for my
enjoyment. I like to visit differ-
ent ones to experiment. The
Nepalese girls are the best, be-
cause they strip totally naked,
and [ like their golden skin.” He
says he always uses a condom,
and adds that he’ll stop visiting
brothels when he marries next
year. “Then I'll have a wife, and
I won’t need to.” But he insists
his bride be a virgin, and sees no
double standard in that. “Why?
Because I'm a man, of course.”

The number of vulnerable
women who find themselves at
the mercy of abusive customers,
brothel managers and usurious
loan sharks (who advance them
money to buy [ood and water
while they’re in debt to the
brothels) is increasing at an
alarming rate, but the situation
is routinely overlooked by those
in positions to change it. In a
recent UNICEF report on sex
trafficking in Mumbai, the au-
thors concluded: “Politicians
arc indifferent, and children arc
seen as commodities. It is rare,
if at all, that traffickers and
brothel owners are punished
because politicians and public
health officials are in league
with the mafia that runs the
lucrative flesh trade.”

The police, too, have their
hands in the sex trade, collect-
ing weekly protection money
from the brothel managers.
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- Vipula Kadri,
left, of Save the
Children India, with
Bibi, an HIV-positive
prostitute.

“The police
are involved
up to the

and they
are making
millions

off these
young girls.”

“The police are
involved up to
the top levels,”
says Colin Gon-
salves of Mum-
bai’s Human
Rights Law Net-
work, “and they
are making mil-
lions off these
young girls.”
Sex traffick-
ing, of course, is
not limited to
India. It is now
the third largest source of prof-
its for international organized
crime, behind drugs and guns.
“It is the fastest growing crimi-
nal enterprisc in the world,”
says Secrctary of State Made-
leine K. Albright, “and to one
degree or another it alllicts every
nation, including the U.8.”
Some 50,000 women and
children [rom Asia, Latin
America and Eastern
LEurope are traflicked
into the States every
year, according to a new C.LA,
report. In a recent high-profile
case, Lakireddy Bali Reddy, a
62-year-old Indian millionaire
and the wealthiest landlord
in Berkeley, California, was
charged with arranging for
Indian nationals to illegally enter
the U.S., and allegedly import-
ing minors for sex. He is cur-
rently free on $10 million bail.
The case came to light after
17-year-old Sitha Vemireddy
died in his apartment and
was discovered to be pregnant.
Sitha’s death was caused by car-
bon monoxide poisoning from
an improperly vented heater.
Her 15-year-old sister, Lalitha,
was found unconscious and is
now in protective custody.
Lalitha told Berkeley police
and INS agents that she was
turned over to Reddy by her
parents at the age of 12, Sitha
and lLalitha’s parents, who have
[our girls and a boy, had spent a
$1000 dowry marrying ofl their
oldest daughter and could not
allord to arrange marriages [or
their other daughters. Since the

girls’ father worked for Reddy,
his two daughters were sent to
work in Reddy’s home. Lalitha
said that Reddy regularly en-
gaged in sexual intercourse with
her, Sitha and their 17-year-old
roommate, also from India, and
continued to do so in the U.S.
The U.S. attorney’s criminal
case against Reddy, who [aces
up to 70 years imprisonment, is
expected to come Lo trial later
this year.

In the meantime, the child-
sex trade continues to flourish
around the world. At its roots is
gender inequality, says Ruchira
Gupta, a UNICEF media con-
sultant who works with sex
slaves. “It’s not about changing
laws, it’s about the nced to
change attitudes toward girls
and sex and sexuality. But it’s
hard to get people to talk about
the tratficking of women and
children because of the under-
lying sexpal component. We
have to break that silence.”

Only then, perhaps, will
young girls stop feeling as one
did after her initiation into the
sex trade: “The first day some-
one slept with me, I felt as if

God had died.” []
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