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BEIJING: A nerve centre for migrant workers
who stream in from around the country in
search of a better life, Black Bridge Village is
a place of industry and desperation. Posters
on the wall offer easy money for blood
donations: 400 ml-almost one US pint-earns
between 400 and 500 yuan, enough to pay
the rent for a small room. 

Ramshackle structures of brick, corrugat-
ed iron and wood have mushroomed every-
where with little thought or design, the jobs
on offer are often menial and low paid. Red
lights illuminate beauty parlors, where
women, sometimes offering more than just
haircuts, wait to entertain the many lonely
men who have come from around the coun-
try to work in Beijing’s thriving construction
industry. China’s capital relies on migrant
labor to keep its economy humming, but
high real estate prices and China’s restrictive
residence registration system, known as
hukou, have driven many into shanty towns
on Beijing’s periphery.

Black Bridge Village-known as
Heiqiaocun in Chinese - is one such place.
Looped by a railroad the government uses
to test trains, the whole village has found
itself on the wrong side of the tracks. Access
to health care and schooling is limited.
Creature comforts are few: Families huddle
in unheated, one-room apartments with no
running water. Even on the occasions when
Beijing’s often smoggy skies are blue, the air
here can be thick with smoke as many use
old-fashioned coal braziers for heat. A
woman surnamed Yang and her husband
live in a typical one-room apartment off a
dusty alley.

It has no toilet or shower. Families stir fry
dishes from home in a simple shared kitchen
in the hallway, the smell of ginger and garlic
mixing with the coal smoke. Back in their
hometown in eastern Jiangsu province, the
couple lived in a roomy two-storey home.
They chose such modest accommodation in
this village close to the capital to save more

money. Ms Yang works as a maid for foreign
families, travelling to central Beijing to clean
and cook in roomy apartments. Her husband
works in construction, earning 10,000 yuan
($1,500) a month for carpentry, a good wage
in a country where the average salary in
major urban areas was 6,000 yuan in 2015.

Many migrant workers in the village have
tried to create a taste of home to help them
navigate the tough living conditions they
endure to earn a better, regular wage.
Groceries sell exotic ingredients for making
spicy dishes from southwest Sichuan
province, which many of the town’s residents
call home. Steam billows from the windows of
tiny carry out restaurants, where cooks make
dumplings and hardy white bread called
mantou for workers who hail from China’s
frozen north. For all the hardship, many earn
wages they could not hope to match in their
home region. And for those who would rather
put their faith in lady luck, a small betting par-
lour sells lottery tickets. — AFP 

Beijing’s shanties: Towns of hope and despair

BEIJING: An elderly man sits on the back of a tricycle ridden by an elderly woman
in the Heiqiaocun migrant village in Beijing. — AFP 

KABUL: An Afghan man carries a bag of dirt to repair the mud roof of his house and prevent rain from leaking inside, on the outskirts of Kabul,
Afghanistan. — AP 

KABUL: A growing population is straining water
supplies in Afghanistan’s capital, forcing those
who can afford it to dig unregulated wells ever
deeper to tap a falling water table. Finding water
in arid Afghanistan is virtually always a challenge,
but a drop in the groundwater level in Kabul
caused by overuse and drought is making it even
more difficult for residents, especially the poor.
Modern Kabul was originally planned to support
about 1 million people, but is now home to more
than 4.6 million, according to US government
estimates, with people fleeing violence and seek-
ing jobs thronging into urban centers.

Several unseasonably dry winters, with little
rain and a dusting of snow, have exacerbated
the problem. Heavy rain and snow this year has
raised hopes that groundwater can be replen-
ished, at least for a while. “The increase in popu-
lation and drought has resulted in a shortage of
water in Kabul, so more people are demanding
deeper wells to get it,” said Aslam Khan, who
runs a well-digging business. 

Since 2001, Kabul’s sprawl has expanded by

nearly 2,500 square kilometers, according to the
World Bank, with some of the poorest arrivals
perched in homes on rocky hills around the city,
where wells are generally non-existent. At the base
of the hills, children cluster around hand-operated
pumps, filling buckets and cans before climbing
back up to their homes. “We have lots of problem
in getting water,” said 15-year-old Mohammad
Jaweed, bent under a load for his family.

‘No serious attention’
People who can afford it usually dig a well

rather than depending on the city’s limited
water system, but they are having to go ever
deeper to reach the receding water. The depth
of a well varies across the city, but Khan said
many residents are being forced to dig 10 to 20
meters deeper than in the past. In some cases,
wells have to go down 150 meters or more to
reach clean water, at a cost of more than $5,200,
he said, a price out of reach of many people.
Officials say well digging has spiraled out of con-
trol, with little or no regulation of how the ever

more scarce water is exploited. “Unfortunately
there hasn’t been any serious attention to this,”
said Hamidullah Yelani, director general of the
government’s Urban Water Supply and
Sewerage Corporation.

In the past, residents have been banned from
digging wells within 100 meters of each other,
but wells are now routinely dug 5 to 10 meters
apart, sucking ever more water from the
aquifers, said Khan. 

Yelani said the government was looking to
implement a licensing system. The ministry of
water and power did not respond to requests
for comment. Poor residents are not opti-
mistic authorities will get a grip on the prob-
lem, at least in a way that will help them get
better access. “The government mustn’t allow
people to  dig deep wel ls  because i t  has
caused many problems,” said Mohammad
Karim, 60, who said he was too old to carry
water up to his home on a hill. “The poor can’t
dig deep wells, but that doesn’t mean they
should die of thirst.”— Reuters 

Kabul’s thirsty residents dig deep 

to combat drought and overuse

HONG KONG: As she smiles at customers and
makes small talk with regulars in a Hong Kong bar,
Kat’s every move is being watched by an older
woman, a pimp who answers to the name “Mama-
san”. The 23-year-old from the Philippines has been
forced to sell sex for Mama-san and her organized
crime network since December when she was
moved to Hong Kong under a recruiter’s promise of
a well-paying job and easy working conditions.

A single mother, whose own mother is too sick
to work, Kat jumped at the chance to earn a high
salary but soon after arriving in Hong Kong, Mama-
san confiscated her passport and sent her to work
in the bar alongside other trafficked women. Clients
pay up to 5,000 Hong Kong dollars ($650) to have
sex with Kat but payment goes directly to her pimp.
Without any money, she said she cannot escape or
fly home - and besides, her traffickers know where
her family lives. “I’m depressed. The other bar girls
are depressed. They have to force themselves to be
happy and make jokes,” said Kat, sobbing. “The
Chinese bar owner gets angry with me because I
look so sad.”

Kat, who declined to give her real name, is one of
hundreds of women who are trafficked to Hong
Kong from mainland China, Southeast Asia, Europe
and South America for forced prostitution in the
city’s brothels, bars, spas and pornography industry,
rights activists say. Many victims do not speak out for
fear of being punished by their traffickers, some of
them linked to the powerful Triad organized crime
group. Others are afraid of being deported home or
criminalized for being in the possession of fake
papers arranged by their pimps, campaigners say.

“I take a risk every time I go out with a male cus-
tomer,” said Kat, who also shudders at the parties
she is made to attend where cocaine, marijuana
and other drugs are used by clients and forced on

the girls. “They are great actresses because like one
of them said, ‘I need to show that I am happy and
OK even when I am not’. This to me kills a soul,” said
Marcela Santos, an advocate for trafficking victims
who did not want to give her real name, saying it
may put at risk her work helping survivors with
jobs, training and sometimes a flight home.

Identifying victims
Last year, the US State Department downgraded

Hong Kong in its annual Trafficking in Persons
report to its Tier 2 Watch List, just one rank above
countries like North Korea. The report criticized
Hong Kong for not doing more to identify victims of
sex and labor trafficking among vulnerable groups
such as foreign migrants, domestic workers and
women and children in prostitution.

In 2016, the police identified a total of 16 traf-
ficking victims who were foreign women forced
into prostitution. Hong Kong’s Security Bureau, in
charge of law and order as well as immigration, said
the police officers had been provided with regular
training on identifying victims of human trafficking.
Recognizing the need for more training, the
Immigration Department and Hong Kong Police
Force introduced new and revised procedures for
identifying potential trafficking victims including a
checklist for danger signs.

The list of vulnerable trafficking victims has also
been expanded to sex workers, illegal workers and
illegal immigrants. “It’s often challenging for law
enforcement personnel and service providers to
identify potential victims. In most situations, victims
cannot escape from the traffickers,” said Nurul
Qoiriah, head of the Sub-Office of the UN
International Organization for Migration (IOM) in
Hong Kong. Sandy Wong, chair of the Anti-Human
Trafficking Committee of the Hong Kong Federation

of Women Lawyers, said the best way to tackle
forced prostitution was to target buyers of sex.
“Despite the police’s commitment and constant
efforts in combating vice establishments, many
operate in broad daylight and through the cracks in
the legal system and evade arrest by police,” she
told the Thomson Reuters Foundation.
Investigating forced prostitution takes a long time
with many victims unwilling to come forward as
witnesses, she said. “If we don’t stop the source of
demand, there will always be someone who will
provide the supply by hook or by crook,” Wong said,
adding that Hong Kong should consider adopting a
version of Sweden’s 1999 law which criminalizes the
purchase of sex.

Drugs
Some victims blame police corruption for inac-

tion over human trafficking in Hong Kong. One of
the Philippine women Santos helped to rescue, Jean,
said she was brought to Hong Kong on a two-month
tourist visa in 2014 by an organized crime group in
the Philippines with Triad links.  Her traffickers then
used fraud to organize a two-year domestic helper
visa for her as part of an arrangement with a bar in
Hong Kong co-owned by a police officer - where she
was immediately put to work.

“Of course it’s like torture to pay back the debt.
The agent doesn’t care. They don’t know how
clients treat you badly,” she said by telephone from
Manila where she now lives. “Life was hell. The most
traumatic thing is you have to do a lot of drugs.
Clients ask you to buy drugs like cocaine, ice, mari-
juana ... (They) make you take it with them.” She said
the pimps always knew when the police planned to
come to the bar to check the women’s papers
because their passports would be returned to them
temporarily. — Reuters

Forced smiles mask pain

of HK trafficked bar girls
Girls forced to sell sex for Mama-san in Hong Kong 

MANILA: People look at a photograph exhibit of victims of extra-judicial killings in President
Rodrigo Duterte’s drug war on the grounds of a church in Manila yesterday. — AFP 

MANILA: Jomar Palamar and his girlfriend
Juday Escilona were killed in the early hours of
yesterday, cut down in a hail of bullets fired by
unknown gunmen in a rundown backstreet of
the Philippines capital Manila. Described by a
family member and community leaders as drug
users, the couple appeared to be the latest vic-
tims of the deadly war on drugs launched by
President Rodrigo Duterte in which over 8,000
people have died. 

Most have been small-time dealers and
users killed in police operations or shot dead by
unknown gunmen. Duterte said on Tuesday he
would recall some police to anti-drugs opera-
tions to provide fresh impetus to the campaign.
He had suspended police from operations a
month ago after which the killings slowed but
did not end. 

Police said they did not know who killed
Palamar, 22, and Escilona, 20. “They were on a
watch list, because they were users,” said Nestor
del Rosario, the deputy leader of the local
barangay, or community, who was huddled
along with dozens of neighbors behind a police
cordon at the crime scene. Police and barangay
officials said the two died in shots fired by gun-
men on motorcycles as they stepped out of a
ramshackle convenience store in the Pasong
Tamo area of Manila.  At least a dozen shots
were fired, they said, going by spent bullet cas-
ings on the street.

Palomar died on the spot, shot in the head.
His body was lying on the street when a Reuters
team arrived at the scene, his face covered in
blood. Escilona was taken to hospital but didn’t
make it there alive. No one in the crowd
claimed to have witnessed the shooting. Del
Rosario said four security cameras on the street
could have captured the killing. But none were
working. Duterte suspended the national police
from his war on drugs in late January after
rogue officers kidnapped and killed a South
Korean businessman and handed charge to the
Philippine Drug Enforcement Agency (PDEA).

More than half a dozen drug users and deal-
ers in some of Manila’s toughest areas told
Reuters that the drugs trade had come out in
the open after the suspension, although it was

not possible to verify their comments. The “vigi-
lante-style” killings of drug suspects slowed,
down to about 400 in February, but it was
unclear how many were drugs-related. On
Tuesday, Duterte said he needed more men to
fight drugs, and had no choice but to put some
police back in the campaign. He said the PDEA
would remain in charge of the crackdown, with
the support of the police and the military.
However, authorities have not spelled out when
police are likely to return to the campaign.

Death lists
In one of a series of investigative reports last

year into the war on drugs, Reuters found that
low-level officials in poor neighborhoods helped
police assemble “watch lists” of alleged drug
users and pushers that were effectively hit-lists,
with many of the people named ending up dead.
Authorities strenuously deny that, and dismiss
allegations that police are behind thousands of
these shadowy killings, either pulling the trigger
themselves, or paying hit men to do it. 

National police chief Ronald dela Rosa warned
on Monday that lawlessness and narcotics were
returning to the streets and gains in the drug war
would soon be lost unless police were allowed to
tackle the problem. In another part of Manila after
midnight on Tuesday, the body of a man was
pulled out of a swamp behind a labyrinth of slums
in the city’s Malabon area. The victim, Jonathan
Lapuz Valles, 28, was shot through the side of the
head. Police at the scene declined to give details.

“Still under investigation,” said the lead offi-
cer. Funeral home workers hauled his black
body bag awkwardly through winding, narrow
alleys, repeatedly dropping it and as they stum-
bled on planks of wood and rocks sunken into
the mud. His girlfriend howled as the body was
loaded into a van on a stretcher in front of
crowds of onlookers and taken to the funeral
parlor before it was laid out on a table. One of
the workers at the parlour said the victim was a
small-time seller of drugs. “He had no job. I
don’t know if he was into drugs,” said Valles’s
younger brother, Julius, his next of kin, who
showed no emotion as identified the body. “I
didn’t know him so well.”— Reuters

More bodies on the streets;

Philippines drug war rages 

KOLKATA: Indian police said yesterday
they had arrested a senior regional official
from Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s rul-
ing party over alleged links to a traffick-
ing scandal that saw children sold to for-
eign couples. Investigators said children
aged between six months and 14 years
were sold in illegal adoptions to couples
from Europe, America and Asia for
between $12,000 and $23,000 and taken
out of the country. Police said they arrest-
ed Juhi Choudhury, a general secretary of
the Bharatiya Janata Party in the eastern
state of West Bengal, late on Tuesday and
charged her in connection with the case.

“She has been charged under several
sections of the Indian penal code includ-
ing cheating, trafficking and exploitation,”
said Rajesh Kumar, a director-general
from the state’s Criminal Investigation
Department. The head of the adoption
centre at the heart of the scandal,
Chandana Chakraborty, told investigators
that Choudhury had been involved in
child trafficking for several years. Police
arrested Chakraborty, a retired school
principal, and her deputy Sonali Mondal
last month after a tip-off from the federal
adoption agency.

The pair ran the Bimala Sishu Griha

centre where children were sold abroad
to couples for as much as 1.5 million
rupees ($23,000). “At least 17 children
were sold, with the children reportedly
sent to France, the United States, Spain
and Singapore,” Kumar said. Investigators
said they had been monitoring the chari-
ty since June when child welfare authori-
ties found discrepancies in their records
and relocated all the children from one of
the homes. One said the accused ran
health camps to identify poor and unmar-
ried pregnant women and persuaded
them to give up their babies for adoption
after paying them. 

It is unclear how the alleged sales
escaped official notice. India has an esti-
mated 30 million orphans, but the rules
governing international adoptions are
strict and domestic adoptions remain rel-
atively rare. Experts say desperate cou-
ples wanting to adopt in India are often
frustrated by lengthy bureaucratic delays
and complex rules, pushing them
towards the thriving illegal adoption mar-
ket. The latest scandal comes roughly four
months after police arrested 18 people
over a racket that saw gangs steal new-
born babies from nursing homes with the
intention of selling them. — AFP 

India top politician nabbed 

over illegal adoption ring


