Executive Summary 

A pre-preliminary study was conducted by SIAAP on behalf of UNDP to understand the magnitude and dimensions of trafficking in women and children for the sake of prostitution in Tamil Nadu and the correlation with HIV/AIDS. A field visit to Vellore was undertaken to meet an established CBO of WSWs and one to Pondicherry to understand the dimensions in the Union Territory. Further, Chennai WSWs were invited to the office to analyse the magnitude in Chennai. 

Interviews were conducted with 20 women in Vellore and another 20 in Chennai. Interviews were also conducted with organisations, both governmental and non-governmental working with WSWs. These include Mass Action Network (MAN), Indian Community Welfare Organisation (ICWO), Positive Women’s Network Plus (PWN+), SFDRT, Institute of Social Science (ISS), Tamil Nadu State AIDS Cell (TNSACS), AIDS Prevention and Control (APAC), Department of Social Defence, CHES, Anti-Vice Squad and the Anti-Trafficking Unit of the police.    

The study reveals that while organisations are working with women in sex work, trafficking per se is not looked at with any seriousness. This could be due to the fact that while trafficking in women and children for various purposes including sexual exploitation does exist in Tamil Nadu, the magnitude is minimal. There is lack of any pertinent statistics and documentary evidence to support any serious cross-border trafficking in women and children. 

In Chennai, women enter into the profession because of the luxurious life-style they can afford. One main reason is the existence of the film industry that attracts a sizeable number attracted by the glitz and glamour. 

An earlier survey in Tamil Nadu to identify child prostitution, conducted by the National Commission for Women in 1996, also revealed that women (including children) enter the profession willingly. Nearly 50% of the women were in prostitution with the covert knowledge of their families. Most entered prostitution willingly because of the socio-economic conditions. 

Reasons include gender discrimination, lack of skills, unemployment, migration due to globalisation, poverty, incest and family problems. 

For example in a study conducted by ICWO on 6,300 SWs in Chennai, it was found that family debts is stated as the main reason for their entry into this profession (31%); 29% because their husband deserted them, and another 29% as their lover deserted them

Child prostitution does exist, however there is little or no coercion involved. Some families themselves encourage their children into prostitution to support the family. However, consent of a minor, even a willing one is of little consequence as at this stage, the child is highly invisible. 

There are 524 child prostitutes identified in Tamil Nadu and this number may seem miniscule compared to the total number of 81,069 WSWs in Tamil Nadu. The most pertinent reason is that these girls/women are warned not to disclose their real age when they are caught in a police raid. Almost all admit their age to be 18 or more to avoid being sent to reform homes.

HIV prevalence has come down marginally. It is at present 9% from expected figures of 12-15%. Awareness among both WSWs and clients on HIV and STDs is attributed to this reduction. Added to this is high prevalence of condom use and practice of safer sex. Among child prostitutes, however, the lack of negotiating power, substance abuse (alcohol and marijuana) could lead to penetrative sex without condom use. However, the extent of this cannot be verified though oral reports confirm this. 

On the law enforcement front, there is specific law to deal with trafficking and the institute of prostitution. The Tamil Nadu police do have an anti-trafficking unit to deal with specific instances of trafficking. However, since this is a highly invisible sector, lack of evidence hampers them to a large extent. Still, the institution of prostitution is being targeted (though political clout and other reasons does seem a stumbling block). 

However, the law is misused and it targets streetwalkers and women who are in the profession for their livelihood. Also some agencies send WSWs for mandatory testing for HIV and threaten to reveal their status. This has an adverse effect as it drives the women away from familiar areas driving them underground. This also has a contrary effect on existing advocacy and counselling programmes run by NGOs. 

On the grassroots level, the government has stated that it would disseminate information and strengthen programme management capabilities of municipal corporations and panchayat institutions. So far, no actual initiative has been taken to address this issue. 

Community-based Organisations (CBOs) helps work towards an enlarged community initiative for prevention and alleviation of trafficking, child prostitution and HIV/AIDS. Siaap-style CBOs helps inculcate self-reliance among the community as they tend to look after themselves in terms of strengthening their fight against the impact of HIV and AIDS and build up their capacity to demand human rights issues.
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