Sex worker-led initiative for prevention of and support for trafficked women in Tamil Nadu

Commercial Sexual Exploitation has victimized over 30 million people in Asia,
 approximately 2.8 million in India alone
. The majority of trafficked persons are young women or children from rural areas who have been forced into sex work as a result of poverty, often before they were 18 years old.

India is a supplier of trafficked women and children to the Gulf States and South East Asia, as well as a destination country for women and girls trafficked for commercial sexual exploitation from Nepal and Bangladesh
. Women and children are also trafficked within and between states and districts in the country. 3,554 cases of human trafficking were reported in 2012, an increase of 17% from 3,029 cases reported in 2008. Of these, Tamil Nadu registered 580(2010), 420(2011) and 528(2012) cases, while convicted only 316(2010), 315(2011) and 153(2012) [NCRB data, 2013]. This shows that Tamil Nadu has large number of human trafficking cases with low conviction rates. This needs to improve to deter perpetrators of human trafficking. 
The Immoral Traffic (Prevention) Act (ITPA)
 developed to deal with trafficking does not address the concerns of trafficked women. These primarily deal with abuse of human rights including violence and exploitation by law enforcement personnel. Under the Act, selling sex for as a means of livelihood is not a crime. In contrast, the Act is often used to arrest, charge-sheet, prosecute and convict women.
 Rescue and rehabilitation of women is the main support service envisaged by ITPA and provided by government and non-government agencies. Trafficked women are ‘rescued’ and placed in approved shelter homes in order to safeguard them from abuse and exploitation. However, human rights violations such as forced medical examinations and appalling living conditions drive the young girls and women back into sex work
, thereby failing to reintegrate them with mainstream society.

Specific problems faced by trafficked women include:

1. Violation of rights- Trafficked women are victims of physical and/or emotional abuse in different and overlapping domains including brothels, on the streets, within police stations and in shelter homes. As discussed earlier, women are technically free to prostitute themselves for their own livelihood, while traffickers are to be penalized. However, the police arrest women rather than brothel owners, because they are often bribed by the latter. Rather than protecting their rights, the police action disempowers women further because it leads to loss of income and spiraling debt that leaves them vulnerable to bondage to brothel owners/pimps/traffickers. Furthermore, police do not inform women of the reasons for their arrest, and often extort money and/or sexually exploit them.

2. Poor quality of services at shelters: Most shelter homes lack adequate funding and this has led to overcrowding, unhygienic conditions, poor nutrition, staff shortages and inadequate psychiatric and medical services. Once detained, a woman has no right to privacy or bodily integrity and is subjected to invasive medical examinations and oftentimes tested for HIV without her consent. In order to leave the shelter homes, women must apply for permission from the court, a procedure that may take several months.  
3. Poor staff sensitization:  Most often, staffs in shelter homes do not understand issues involved in sex work such as conflating trafficking with voluntary adult sex work, assuming that all sex workers support trafficking and denying trafficked women agency to claim their rights. 
4. Lack of involvement of survivors: Current efforts to prevent trafficking and to reintegrate trafficked women into mainstream society do not involve survivors. The exclusion is misplaced because sex workers are the first to be aware of newly trafficked women in their work area. 
Description of the Action:

The proposed action will be jointly implemented by South India AIDS action programme (SIAAP), a not for profit CSO and Vadamalar, a federation of sex worker CBOs.  SIAAP, the lead agency  in this project has a history of advocating for the rights of sex workers, blind people, people living with HIV/AIDS since 1989. Siaap has directly worked with populations at risk and with infected people to provide resources for prevention and care, to advocate for inclusive policies that respect the sensitivities and rights of affected people; and to build upon their skills to plan and implement HIV prevention and care programmes within their own communities. The central strategy in all interventions was to assist communities to takeover, community agenda and implement community led programmes wherever possible. Siaap in consultation with the Community Based Organisations (CBOs) had supported the establishment and mentoring of Vaadamalar, a  federation of Sex workers CBOs.  This has now taken over the role of SIAAP in offering technical support to the CBOs.  The proposed action will build upon the experiences resources generated by earlier interventions.

Overall Objective:  
· Providing supportive services to trafficked women through a survivor-led intervention model
Specific objectives:

a. Facilitate setting up of advisory bodies led by survivors of trafficking to prevent trafficking and support the survivors. in Tamil Nadu. 

b. Capacitate survivors for early detection and support of trafficked women 

c. Identify measures to strengthen existing support services for trafficked women

d. Sensitize village panchayats
 and opinion leaders on the need to prevent trafficking of young girls/women. 

The action will (i) facilitate setting up of an Advisory Board for trafficked women in order to prevent trafficking and support the survivors. Government and civil society organizations, and work closely with the district AHTUs and agencies engaged in providing support for trafficked women and children, (ii) Create a cadre of survivors of trafficking by enhancing their role and capacity in promoting human rights, and (iii) Improve monitoring of human rights violations through fact-finding in shelter homes and by facilitating a dialogue between shelter home staff and the women.

Major activities:

a. Workshops (7) to understand issues related to rights of trafficked  women 

b. Meetings with key stakeholders to advocate for setting up of an advisory board

c. Skill-building for survivors (trainings and workshops) on early identification of and support for trafficked women 

d. Qualitative and quantitative research (survey) at shelter homes to identify gaps and to recommend measures to improve support for trafficked women 

e. Sensitize  village panchayats and opinion leaders about need to reduce vulnerability of young girls and women to trafficking

Expected Outcome:

1. 8 Advisory Board led by survivors of trafficked women and stakeholders
 

2. 21 Cadre of survivors trained to prevent trafficking of young girls/women and promote rights of trafficked women

3. Report of systemic gaps in services and linkages to improve delivery 
4. 56 Panchayat resolutions passed preventing trafficking
Ouput 1:  8 Advisory Board led by survivors of trafficked women and stakeholders 

Main activities 1: (a) Workshops (7) to understand issues related to rights of trafficked women (5 months); (b) Meetings with key stakeholders to advocate endorsement of Charter (19 months).

Output 2: 21 survivors trained; 150 trafficked women access support services; 80% of requests for rehabilitation linked to appropriate agencies; improved quality of services at 7 government shelters.

Main activity 2: (a) Skill-building for survivors (manual development, trainings and workshops) on early identification of and support for trafficked women (3 months)

Output 3: Report available of identified gaps and measures to improve services in shelter homes; linkages established with relevant agencies engaged in preventing trafficking among young girls/women and supporting trafficked women

Main activity 3: (a) Qualitative (focus group discussions) and quantitative research (survey) at shelter homes to identify gaps and to recommend measures to improve support for trafficked women  (10 months).

Output 4: 56 Panchayat resolutions passed and approximately 70 members of Panchayats and 200 opinion leaders sensitized to the need to prevent trafficking of young girls/women in villages
Main Activity 4: (a) Sensitize village panchayats and opinion leaders about need to reduce vulnerability of young girls and women to trafficking

The proposed model is unique in two ways: firstly, it is led by the survivors of trafficking who are now sex workers themselves; it relies on the awareness, knowledge and ingenuity of sex workers, who live and work in sex work sites and are uniquely positioned to identify girls and women, who have recently entered the trade; secondly, it has a multi-stakeholder approach, wherein representatives from different departments and NGOs sit together and screen the new entrants about their voluntariness. In order to counter the police-trafficker nexus; the multi-stakeholder approach has been developed, whereby the members of the Board, though primarily comprised of sex workers themselves, hail from all sections of society, without any direct interest in the sex trade.

The target groups and final beneficiaries, their needs and constraints and how the action 
will address these needs

a) Trafficked women 

Numbers: This action will reach approximately 200 traffficked women in TN, Inclusion criteria: (i) women in sex work- brothel-based, street-based and home-based women, (ii) women detained in shelter homes. Constraints: lack of opportunities to articulate rights, of access to legal aid and speedy trials, to nutrition, health care and counselling services, to skills for income generation, and to child care and support services. Needs: articulation of rights of trafficked women, access to legal aid and speedy trials, health care, counselling services, nutrition, vocational training, child care and support for education of their children. 

b) Staff of shelter homes

Numbers: Approximately 25 staff. Inclusion criteria are: staff at 8 government shelter homes in selected project areas. Constraints: Poor attitude towards and understanding of issues related to sex work, poor communication skills, shortage of staff, low awareness of laws around trafficking. Needs: to improve attitudes towards and understanding of trafficked women, improved communication with women, knowledge 

c) Village panchayat leaders and opinión makers: 
Numbers: 70 Members of  panchayats and 200 opinion leaders.  Inclusion criteria: members of selected village panchayats. opinion makers in selected villages include village teachers, community leaders, elders, health workers, youth volunteers. Constraints: lack of adequate understanding about trafficking of girls/young women in their communities, lack of mechanisms to monitor trafficking at the village level. Needs: improved understanding of vulnerabilities of young girls/ women to trafficking
The proposed action will capacitate trafficked women participate in setting up the advisory board and strengthen access to services in the areas listed above. A survivor-led model will resonate with trafficked womens’ need for support services from sensitized providers, community needs to prevent and monitor trafficking of young girls/women and ensure a participatory approach to build linkages with identified stakeholders.

The project will be implemented in 5 districts of Tamil Nadu – Madurai District, Tirunelveli District, Kanyakumari District,Tiruvannamalai District and Theni District, among 7 community based organisations of female sex workers in Melur (Madurai), Veeravanallur and Tenkasi (Tirunelveli), Chemmanvilai and Paraikodu (Kanyakumari), Tiruvannamalai town (Tiruvannamalai) and Periyaculam (Theni) 
The experience of setting up of the Board will be widely publicized across all districts of Tamil Nadu and the gaps in the shelter homes will be shared with the Government officials.
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