
By Htet Khaung Lin

Teenager Wut Yee was devastated when
her mother, a sex worker, told her that she
had just agreed to sell her daughter’s vir-

ginity to a businessman for $3,000. Wut Yee,
then 14, had quit school to handle household
chores and look after her brother but had no
other source of income. The monsoon was com-
ing and their thatch-roofed house in Yangon’s
Hlaingthaya Township required urgent repairs.
Her brother’s school fees and old debts also
needed to be paid. “The next morning, I had to
follow this man after the doctor injected me
with anaesthetics. He took me in his car to a
house on the outskirts of town. I spent the
whole day with him,” said Wut Yee, 16, recalling
the events from two years ago.

“I wasn’t in pain when he sent me back
home in the evening because of the medica-
tion, but I couldn’t walk properly,” the teenager
told Myanmar Now, an independent news serv-
ice supported by the Thomson Reuters
Foundation. Soon afterwards, Wut Yee, who
asked that her real name not be used, ended up
working at a massage parlor that doubles as a
brothel near Bayint Naung market, one of
Yangon’s busiest places. She quit after two
months to work on the streets. Due to the clan-
destine nature of sex work in Myanmar, it is
impossible to know how many underage girls
like Wut Yee are involved in the trade in Yangon,
the country’s biggest city that is home to about
five million of the nation’s 53 million people.

But interviews with sex workers and aid
workers revealed it was not uncommon for

teenage girls to end up in the industry which is
illegal in Myanmar. Aid workers warn the prob-
lem could get worse if not confronted by
authorities as Myanmar society opens up after
half a century of isolation under military rule.
They say support and rehabilitation is more
important than punitive measures. “This issue is
directly linked to poverty,” said Sid Naing, coun-
try director for Marie Stopes International
Myanmar, which runs health education and
support programs. “It is ... important for society
to not just criticize them, but to understand
why it happened and help them get on the
right path.”

Virgin market
Naing said the practice of buying underage

girls for sex is fuelled in part by superstitious
beliefs that sleeping with virgins has health
benefits, such as long life and curing the human
immunodeficiency virus (HIV) that causes AIDS.
Most underage girls leave rural areas for the
cities due to a mix of family difficulties and few
job opportunities, said Thu Zar Win from the Sex
Worker in Myanmar Network. “Most child sex
workers enter this profession because their par-
ents or guardians sold their virginity,” she said.

Government and United Nations figures in
2013 estimated that 0.45 percent of Myanmar
women aged between 15 to 49 years - an esti-
mated 40,000 to 80,000 - are engaged in paid
sex work. Poh Poh, a 21-year-old sex worker
who requested her real name not be used, said
most girls who became sex workers via the vir-
gin market faced difficulties leaving the indus-
try. Many tend to work in brothels disguised as

beauty salons or massage parlors where it is
safer than roaming the streets. “I’m scared to ply
the trade on the street,” said Poh Poh, a single
mother who became a sex worker a year ago
after separating from her husband.

Since Myanmar’s political reforms began,
campaigners and opposition lawmakers have
called for changes to the law on sex work, the
1949 Suppression of Prostitution Act, which
they argue limits workers’ access to healthcare
and makes the women vulnerable to threats
and harassment from security officials. The law
makes it illegal to solicit in public, force or entice
a woman into sex work, and to operate or work
in a brothel. It was amended in 1998 to increase
sentences to up to three years in prison. Sandar
Min, a lawmaker with the opposition National
League for Democracy, submitted a proposal in
parliament calling for decriminalization of sex
work in 2013, but it was rejected.

Taw Win Khayay, a network of sex workers, is
calling for an analysis and rewriting of the law.
Local media reported in July that a parliamen-
tary committee proposed making procurement
of sex punishable with jail of up to one year with
hard labor and a fine. It also proposed adding a
section on “rehabilitating” sex workers through
education. Major Thi Thi Myint, deputy head of
Yangon Police’s crime statistics department, said
1,772 prostitution-related crimes were recorded
in 2014 but few related to under-age workers. “If
we apprehend underage sex workers, we don’t
send them to prison. We send them to youth
rehabilitation schools and teach them vocation-
al skills and general knowledge that would help
them to leave this job,” she added.

Sex education
Aid workers say underage sex workers are at

physical risk as they tend to know little about
how to protect themselves. A 2014 UNAIDS
report estimated 189,000 people in Myanmar
live with HIV - one of the highest rates in Asia
after Cambodia and Thailand - and government
figures estimate 23 percent of HIV-infections in
Yangon and Mandalay were among sex work-
ers. According to Sex Worker in Myanmar
Network’s Thu Zar Win, sex education is almost
non-existent for youths. Wut Yee never received
any sex education. She was making an average
of $30 a day in a country where, according to a
UN report last year, 43 percent of adults live on
under $2 per day. “I was happy with how much I
was making, but what terrified me was that my
mother’s health deteriorated. We found out at
the end of last year that she has HIV,” she said.

Without a high school degree, job opportu-
nities for Wut Yee were scarce but she decided
to quit prostitution for a lesser-paid job as a
salesgirl in a mobile phone shop in Yangon. “I’m
only earning $80 a month now but I feel there is
more security,” she said, although she remains
tempted to return to prostitution, even tem-
porarily, to help her family’s finances. Wut Yee
hopes one day to find a husband who she could
be honest with about her past. For now, aware
of deep discrimination towards sex workers in
Myanmar, she is not taking any chances and
none of her co-workers know of her past. “I
don’t want to blame my mother for what hap-
pened to me. I will get married one day and I’m
only thinking of ensuring my daughters do not
have to suffer the same fate,” she said. —Reuters
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The following are profiles of key players in Sri Lanka’s general
election yesterday.

Mahinda Rajapakse
Sri Lanka’s former strongman president, who was ousted in

January and is seeking a return to power as prime minister, is a polar-
izing figure. He won huge popularity among the majority Sinhalese
for crushing Tamil separatist rebels in a no-holds-barred offensive in
2009 that ended a 37-year-long ethnic war. But he is deeply unpopu-
lar with the country’s Tamil minority, who voted overwhelmingly for
his successor in January. He has also been criticised for filling posi-
tions of power with his own relatives, some of whom now face
charges of large-scale corruption. His success in overseeing an end to
the war in 2009 propelled him to a huge election win and a second
term in office. He used his mandate to give himself more powers and
remove a two-term limit on the presidency, but his decision to call a
snap election for a third term prompted a stunning revolt from within
his own party.

Rajapakse publicly blamed his defeat on lack of support from
Tamils and Muslims, who together account for about a quarter of Sri
Lanka’s 20 million people and can tip the scales when the majority
Sinhalese are divided. His opponents blamed nepotism and huge
corruption. The new government launched several investigations
into charges Rajapakse and his family siphoned off billions of dollars.
His second son has also been implicated in a murder, although
Rajapakse has defended his family, claiming a political vendetta.
“What ever you may say, we are not thieves and I don’t have blood on
my hands,” he told a press conference last week.

Some of the strongest criticism of Rajapakse has come from out-
side Sri Lanka. World leaders boycotted a Commonwealth summit he
hosted in November 2013 to protest his refusal to investigate alleged
war crimes by his troops. When the United States and the European
Union cut off aid, Rajapakse leaned heavily on China, Iran and Libya
as well as other Asian nations for cash and arms to fight the Tamil
Tigers. A lawyer by profession, Rajapakse is strong believer in astrolo-
gy. During the current campaign he was nicknamed “lord of the rings”
because he wore rings as lucky charms-adding to the number as the
campaign got tougher.

Maithripala Sirisena
President Sirisena was a relative unknown even in Sri Lanka until

he became the opposition’s surprise choice to challenge his former
mentor Rajapakse for the top job. The 63-year-old became an unlikely
rallying point for disaffected Sri Lankans after walking out of
Rajapakse’s government a day after sharing dinner with the former
strongman president. He ran on a promise of radical reforms includ-
ing abolishing the executive presidency within 100 days and return-
ing the country to a Westminster-style parliamentary democracy. But
his legislative agenda was stalled by a parliament dominated by MPs
loyal to Rajapakse, who ruled for over a decade.

Sirisena has succeeded in introducing some reforms, depoliticiz-
ing the police, judiciary, and other public services and restoring a
two-term limit on the presidency. But he has struggled to impose his
authority over his United People’s Freedom Alliance (UPFA) and was
powerless to prevent Rajapakse from standing as one of the party’s
candidates. Despite his mild-mannered reputation, he has made no
secret of his feelings about his predecessor, saying he will use his
executive powers to ensure Rajapakse will not be the next prime min-
ister. “If I had not won the presidency, I would be six feet under by
now,” he told a public rally after his win, accusing the former leader of
plotting to assassinate him and his family if he had lost.

Usually dressed in the white sarong and tunic favored by Sri
Lankan politicians, Sirisena appeals to a rural electorate while his
main backer, the centre-right United National Party, is more popular
in urban areas. Unlike previous Sri Lankan leaders, Sirisena addresses
international and regional gatherings in his native Sinhalese, even
though he is competent in English. The son of a World War II veteran,
Sirisena entered parliament in 1989 after settling in the eastern dis-
trict of Polonnaruwa. He was jailed for nearly two years after being
arrested on suspicion of leading a revolt against the government in
1971 when he was just 20. His vision for the country ties in closely
with the free-market, investor-friendly policies of the UNP, which pro-
vided him with the political base to challenge Rajapakse.

Ranil Wickremesinghe
Sri Lanka’s outgoing prime minister is a champion of free enter-

prise who has managed to win economic and political support from
both the West and regional superpower India in his eight months in
office. The 66-year-old was handpicked by Sirisena to lead a minority
government after the shock ousting of the country’s longtime leader
Rajapakse in January. His United National Party is the favorite in yes-
terday’s polls, giving him a shot at a fourth stint as head of govern-
ment. Wickremesinghe, a nephew of Sri Lanka’s first executive presi-
dent, Junius Jayewardene, almost became a reporter.

But a government takeover of his family’s newspaper in 1973
deprived him of a newspaper career and he went into politics instead.
He rose to be prime minister in May 1993, when a suicide bomber
assassinated President Ranasinghe Premadasa. A similar incident
arguably cost him the presidency in December 1999 when Chandrika
Kumaratunga, the daughter of the country’s well-known
Bandaranaike dynasty, was wounded in a suicide bomb attack. The
attackers struck just three days before the presidential election and
Kumaratunga went on to win narrowly on a wave of sympathy. —AFP
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By Michele Kambas

Father Efstratios Dimou knows all
about physical suffering and his fami-
ly has also known what it is to be a

refugee. Now the Orthodox priest leads a
small army of volunteers on the island of
Lesbos tackling Greece’s crisis within a cri-
sis. Despite suffering from lung cancer,
Dimou - along with fellow volunteers from
near and far - has toured the island offering
people help that the Greek state, mired in a
five-year debt crisis, can scarcely afford to
provide any more. Once Dimou’s group
Aggalia - Greek for “Embrace” - fed only the
local poor, victims of the long economic
depression.

But now Greece is struggling with what
Prime Minister Alexis Tsipras has called a
“humanitarian crisis within the economic
crisis”. He has acknowledged his cash-
strapped government cannot cope with
boatloads of migrants fleeing war and
poverty who are crossing to the Greek
islands from neighboring Turkey. So once
again Aggalia is trying to fill the gap creat-
ed by strained government resources.
“State services are virtually non-existent so
volunteers are stepping in. We are doing as
much as we can, but there are so many
arrivals,” said Dimou, known as “Papa
Stratis”, who is permanently hooked up to
an oxygen tank because of his chronic res-
piratory condition.

Greece has become the biggest
European gateway for migrants from the
Middle East, Asia and Africa seeking a safer
and better life. Numbers exceeded 135,000
this year at the last count, more even than
those making the perilous crossing of the
Mediterranean to Italy. On Lesbos, local
people often sympathize with the migrants’
plight because among the population of
about 75,000 are many descendents of
refugees from Turkey.

Dimou, 57, himself is the third genera-
tion of a family that arrived as refugees. In
the 1920s huge numbers of ethnic Greeks
were forced out of Turkey, many settling on
Greek islands such as Lesbos which lies in
sight of the Turkish coast. Under this “popu-

lation exchange”, hundreds of thousands of
Muslims living in Greece were forced to
move in the opposite direction. Dimou has
long set off from his home town of Kalloni,
touring the island in a sturdy old car he
affectionately calls “Tarzan”, helping where
he can. “We fed 100 people today,” he told
Reuters. “We offer them love, a plate of
food and hope.”

Tourist turns helper
Not all the volunteers are local. An

hour ’s drive north of Kalloni, German
Konny Noeske-Riggers turns up every
morning at 6 am at a car park on the out-
skirts of a village with crates of juice,
apples, sandwiches and water. And waits.
A group of about 40 people arrive within
the hour, exhausted from the sea journey
across the narrow stretch of water separat-
ing Lesbos from Turkey. They have just
dodged the coastguard and sea currents
for their journey into the unknown aboard
inflatable dinghies. People have long tried

to cross the sea border but the figures
have soared in the past five months due to
upheaval in the Middle East and particular-
ly the Syrian civil war.

Noeske-Riggers, a 60-year-old retired
dietary consultant from the northern
German town of Eutin, has returned to
Lesbos for three months. “I was here as a
tourist in May. There was something so

wrong when I saw refugees chasing my
tour bus, and they weren’t allowed on,” she
told Reuters as she handed out turkey and
cheese sandwiches to a group of Afghan
arrivals in the village of Mithimna. On
Lesbos, migrants are taken to two recep-
tion centers run by Greek authorities, but
where facilities are less than basic.  Most
services are offered by volunteers. With
few tents to go around, Reuters journalists
saw families sleeping on cardboard at
dawn as men huddled around fires. Later,
they vied for shade from the blazing mid-
day sun under olive trees as queues

formed at clusters of taps where people
washed clothes.

“We walked here,” said Afghan Azadah
Mohammad Hussein, 16, sitting in a tent
outside Moria, an army barracks surround-
ed by razor wire which has been converted
into a reception centre. She and her family
walked 50 km through mountains to get to
the facility. “We had no food and we were
drinking water,  dir ty water,  from the
ground,” she said.

Tents surround the camp as its popula-
tion exceeds the official capacity of 1,000
people. Hussein was sharing a tent with her
sister, parents and two other families. Water
supplies are limited and food is delivered in
a truck twice a day.  “I missed it today,” she
said, as the sun set behind the hills sur-
rounding the camp. “There wasn’t any left.”

State failures
Tsipras has appealed for help from the

European Union, which has failed to come
up with a comprehensive policy to handle
the crisis. Eva Cosse, an Athens-based assis-
tant researcher with Human Rights Watch,
says Greece must share some blame for fail-
ing to tap 500 million euros in EU funding
for immigration and asylum projects. But
she also said EU countries had promised to
resettle only “pitiful” numbers of asylum
seekers.

One problem is that the migrants do not
want to stay in Greece and are trying to
travel on to wealthier countries in northern
Europe where more help and jobs may be
available. Often the EU funds are earmarked
for people seeking asylum, rather than
those classified as economic migrants. “The
government cannot take funds to build
reception centers for asylum seekers and
then host people who don’t apply for asy-
lum. It’s a tricky thing,” Cosse said. So in the
meantime, volunteers such as Papa Stratis
fill the void. “One day we helped reunite a
Pakistani with his family who got separated
on the road. We took to the streets until we
found him. He was a Muslim, I’m a Christian
priest and he hugged and kissed me,” he
said. “God is love. He doesn’t know gender,
race or borders.” —Reuters

Volunteers fill aid void in Greek ‘crisis within a crisis’

KOS: Syrian migrants paddle their dinghy to the shores of the Greek island of
Kos yesterday after their small engine broke down as they motored across the
sea from Turkey. —AFP

Poverty drives Myanmar girls into underage sex work


