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MANILA: The tip-off came from the FBI: details of an
arrest in the United States, the accused’s social media pro-
files, and a host of photographs showing young Filipina
girls engaged in sex acts. Led by police in the Philippines,
a new global anti-child sex abuse taskforce started dis-
secting the US citizen’s digital footprint in order to track
down the exploited girls.

“Those images were very sexually explicit ... disturb-
ing,” said William Macavinta, the Filipino police general
heading the unit that launched this year to combat cyber-
sex trafficking - a form of modern slavery where children
are abused over webcam. “It was clear that we had to
move fast to extract the children,” said Macavinta, whose
country is considered by campaigners to be the epicentre
of the fast-growing trade.

Three weeks later, British and Australian cops assem-
bled with their local counterparts one evening just before
dusk, and raided a slum located on fishing docks in the
capital, Manila. The taskforce did not find the alleged local
offender but rescued five girls - aged 10 to 13 - who had
been groomed and directed to perform sex acts over
livestream by the American.

Tens of thousands of girls in the Philippines are esti-
mated by charities to be trapped in the sex trade, with a
growing number abused online for global clients due to the
country’s cheap internet, high standard of English and
widespread poverty. The Southeast Asian nation received
about 60,000 reports of online child sexual exploitation
last year - up a third on 2017 - said a US investigator
working in the Philippines with the International Justice
Mission (IJM) - an anti-trafficking group.

From Australia and the United States to Britain, major
nations are boosting efforts to stop their citizens fuelling
an illicit business believed to be spreading across
Southeast Asia. But obstacles are aplenty. Many victims
are exploited by their own families and unable or afraid to
speak out, while the encrypted nature of modern technol-
ogy from messaging to video call apps makes criminals
tough to track, according to police.

“This hidden crime is very difficult to shut down,” said
Macavinta, citing strict privacy laws that make it tough for
police to monitor suspects and make arrests without a
warrant. “Referrals from foreign law enforcement - that’s
how we know these things (online child sex abuse cases)
are happening.”

‘Cunning, clever, desperate’
The Philippine Internet Crimes Against Child Center

(PICACC) was launched in February and is home to offi-
cials from the Australian Federal Police (AFP) and Britain’s
National Crime Agency (NCA), as well as representatives
from the IJM. The taskforce has also forged links with
authorities in the United States, Canada, Sweden, Germany
and the Netherlands. “Historically, there hadn’t been a lot
of cooperation,” said Richard Stanford, a police detective
heading up the Australian contingent, adding that different
nations and local agencies had previously been working on
cases “in ignorance of each other”.

Every report of online child sex abuse - raised in the
Philippines or abroad - now goes to the taskforce, where
experts in online forensics, criminal investigation and child
protection work hand-in-hand to track down offenders

and their victims. Stanford said Australia had a moral and
legal responsibility to tackle the crime in the Philippines,
having provided a “disproportionate number of pae-
dophiles to Southeast Asia”.

And a 2017 Australian law preventing the country’s
more than 23,000 convicted padeophiles from travelling
abroad could in fact accelerate the rise of cybersex child
trafficking, he said. “Good intention (with the law) - but it
means there’ll be a corresponding increase in online sexual
abuse,” Stanford added. “We are looking at predators ...
very, very cunning ... extremely clever, desperate ... who go
to great lengths to achieve their ends,” he told the
Thomson Reuters Foundation.

Britain this month said it would give 3 million pounds in
aid funding to the NCA to investigative British paedophiles
who travel to “high risk” foreign countries such as the
Philippines. Filipina senator Loren Legarda has urged oth-
er nations to get tougher on predators who watch abuse
online by amending their laws to enact harsher punish-
ments. The Philippines’ anti-trafficking legislation carries
the threat of life in prison.

Catch in the act
No data exists on the number of child victims of cyber-

sex trafficking, but at least 784,000 people in the
Philippines - or one in 130 - are estimated to be trapped in
modern-day slavery, found the Global Slavery Index by
the Walk Free Foundation. Police say the crime is growing
and has been fuelled by factors ranging from well-estab-
lished money wiring services to affordable, high-speed
internet coverage across the country. At least half of the

population had internet access as of 2016, up from a quar-
ter in 2010, according to World Bank data.

Abusers can earn up to $100 per show in a country
where about a fifth of its 105 million people live in poverty
- earning less than $2,000 a year - government figures
show. All but a few cybersex trafficking cases involve chil-
dren being abused by their relatives or family friends, and
half of the victims are aged 12 or younger, police and the
IJM said. “Reporting on them is not natural, culturally” said
the US investigator, a former SWAT team member who
declined to be identified due to his involvement in ongoing
operations. “Some of the children, they don’t even under-
stand that this is wrong.”

The trade has grown quickly in communities rife with
crime, where it is seen as less risky than selling drugs, he
added. The international command centre took on 33 new
cases during its first month in action, adding to a backlog
of hundreds of investigations brought to the table by the
various agencies. But police say they are often hamstrung
by laws stating that abusers must be caught in the act to
justify an arrest, or be notified when an arrest warrant is
issued during investigations.

While most operations to rescue children are a success,
their exploiters often escape, as was the case with the
recent operation in the fishing dock slum, according to
investigators. The alleged offender - a 17-year-old girl -
was not found during the raid and is likely abusing others,
officers said. “The most effective method is to catch them
in the act of committing the crime,” said the US investiga-
tor with the IJM. “But that’s not always possible. It’s very
challenging.” — Reuters

Global taskforce tackles cybersex 
child trafficking in the Philippines

New taskforce track down the exploited girls

JAKARTA: Dipping their fingers in halal ink to prevent
double voting, Indonesians cast their ballots tomorrow in
a bitterly contested presidential election, with the main
rival to incumbent Joko Widodo already threatening to
challenge the result over voter-fraud claims. The Muslim-
majority nation’s biggest-ever polls - with more than 190
million voters and 245,000 candidates vying for the pres-
idency, parliament and local positions - is largely a refer-
endum on Widodo’s infrastructure-driven bid to rev up
Southeast Asia’s largest economy.

But, looming in the background, two decades of demo-
cratic gains are at risk of being eroded, analysts said, as
the military creeps back into civilian life under Widodo,
and his trailing rival Prabowo Subianto, a former general,
eyes reforms that harken back to the Suharto dictatorship.
If he loses, Subianto’s camp has already warned it will
challenge the results over voter-list irregularities. “It’s
high stakes in this election,” said Evan Laksmana, a senior
researcher at the Jakarta-based Centre for Strategic and
International Studies. “We simply don’t know what
(Subianto) would do if he won and we don’t know if the
institutional constraints in place would contain him.”

Halal ink
Voting starts at 7:00 am local time yesterday in eastern-

most Papua and ends at 1:00 pm at the other end of the
country in Sumatra. Ballots will be cast at more than
800,000 polling booths across the volcano-dotted coun-
try, from the tip of jungle-clad Sumatra and heavily popu-
lated Java island to beach paradise Bali and far-flung
Sumbawa. Voters will punch holes in ballots - to make clear
their candidate choice - and then dip a finger in Muslim-
approved halal ink, a measure to prevent double-voting in a
graft-riddled country where ballot buying is rife.

A series of so-called “quick counts” are expected to
give a reliable indication of the presidential winner later.
Official results are not expected until May. Most polls
show the 57-year-old Widodo holding a double-digit
lead over Subianto, 67, setting up a repeat of their 2014
contest, which Widodo won despite an unsuccessful
court challenge over his narrow victory. The race has
been punctuated by bitter mudslinging between the two

camps, religion-driven identity politics and a slew of
fake news online that threatens to sway millions of
undecided voters.

‘Pragmatism over principle’
Widodo campaigned on his ambitious drive to build

roads, airports and other infrastructure, including
Jakarta’s first mass-rapid-transit system. But his rights
record has been criticized owing to an uptick in discrimi-
natory attacks on religious and other minorities, including
a small LGBT community, as Islamic hardliners become
more vocal in public life. “(Widodo) has chosen pragma-
tism over principle on issues of Islamism and pluralism,”
said Dave McRae, a senior lecturer at the University of
Melbourne’s Asia Institute. Widodo, a practicing Muslim,
blunted criticism that he was anti-Islam by appointing
influential cleric Ma’ruf Amin as his running mate.

But victory for Widodo and Amin - known for his dis-
paraging views towards minorities -  could be the latest
knock to Indonesia’s reputation for moderate Islam.
“There is a longstanding track record of very conserva-
tive views,” Kevin O’Rourke, an Indonesia-based political
risk analyst, said of Amin. “It’s inevitable that will affect
policy making.” Subianto - joined by running mate
Sandiaga Uno, a 49-year-old wealthy financier - has run
on a fiery nationalist ticket.

He courted Islamic hardliners, promised a boost to mil-
itary and defense spending and, taking a page from US
President Donald Trump, vowed to put “Indonesia first” as
he pledged to review billions of dollars in Chinese invest-
ment. Subianto’s presidential ambitions have long been
dogged by strong ties to the Suharto family and a che-
quered past. He ordered the abduction of democracy
activists as the authoritarian regime collapsed in 1998,
and was accused of committing atrocities in East Timor.

Widodo’s own cabinet is stuffed with Suharto-era fig-
ures, and he raised eyebrows by agreeing to give civilian
government jobs to military brass. But “there is no grand
design for Jokowi to bring back military rule”, Laksmana
said. Subianto, however, is a military man keen to roll back
reforms that ushered in direct presidential elections, ana-
lysts said. — AFP

Nurse kidnapped 
by IS 5 years ago 
‘may still be alive’
GENEVA: A New Zealand nurse believed abducted with
two drivers by Islamic State militants in Syria in 2013 may
still be alive, the International Committee of the Red Cross
has revealed for the first time in an appeal for news of her
whereabouts. Louisa Akavi was snatched along with
Syrian drivers Alaa Rajab and Nabil Bakdounes while trav-
elling in a Red Cross convoy delivering supplies to Idlib, in
the northwest of the country.

Armed men stopped their convoy on October 13, 2013,
and abducted seven people, four of whom were released
the following day. The ICRC said it believed they were
abducted by the Islamic State group (IS). “Our latest cred-
ible information indicates that Louisa was alive in late
2018,” the group said Sunday in a statement from Geneva.
“The ICRC has never been able to learn more details
about Alaa and Nabil, and their fate is not known.”

New Zealand said it disagreed with making the abduc-
tion public but did confirm it had dispatched a special
forces unit to Syria to search for Akavi. “This has involved
members of the NZDF (New Zealand defense force) drawn
from the Special Operations Force, and personnel have
visited Syria from time to time as required,” New Zealand
Deputy Prime Minister Winston Peters said yesterday.
“This non-combat team was specifically focused on locat-
ing Louisa and identifying opportunities to recover her.

“The efforts to locate and recover Louisa are ongoing,
and there are a number of operational or intelligence mat-
ters the government won’t be commenting on,” he said.
New Zealand Prime Minister Jacinda Ardern expressed
disappointment at the information released by the ICRC
and refused to answer questions at her weekly press con-
ference yesterday. “It absolutely remains the government’s
view that it would be preferable if this case was not in the
public domain,” she said.

‘Compassionate humanitarian’ 
Peters said information about the kidnapping had not

been previously released for fear that any publicity would
place the hostages at greater risk, and New Zealand media
outlets which knew Akavi had been taken hostage agreed
not to publish the story. “In these situations the priority
must be the safety of the hostage and we received clear
advice that any publicity would place Louisa at even
greater risk,” Peters said. “The government is very grateful
for the cooperation of media outlets over many years in
respecting this advice and undertaking not to publish ... and
we thank them for their principled approach.” ICRC opera-
tions director Dominik Stillhart said it was an “extremely
difficult time” for the families of the three. “Louisa is a true
and compassionate humanitarian. Alaa and Nabil were com-
mitted colleagues and an integral part of our aid deliveries.

“We call on anyone with information to please come
forward. If our colleagues are still being held, we call for
their immediate and unconditional release.” Akavi had
carried out 17 field missions with the ICRC and the New
Zealand Red Cross, the statement said. Rajab and
Bakdounes were “dedicated husbands and caring
fathers”, it added. A spokesman for Akavi’s family,
Tuaine Robati, said she knew the dangers she faced.
“She’s been through tough times in her job before but
she’s stuck at it because she loves it,” he said. “Louisa is
an incredibly experienced nurse and aid worker who
knew the risks of her job. — AFP

ACEH, Indonesia: An Indonesian election worker unloads a ballot box as police provide security at a polling sta-
tion ahead of the April 17 elections in Trumon, Southern Aceh province. — AFP 

GENEVA: This combination of undated handout photo-
graphs shows (left to right) Syria’s Alaa Rajab, New
Zealand’s Louisa Akavi and Syria’s Nabil Bakdounes at
undisclosed locations. — AFP 
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