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A ride to redemption

Vietims of prostitution, street gangs take awareness campaign to
villages in India;
BY PALLA ARAB, CALGARY HERALD  JULY 3G, 3009

{For 30 days, Paula Arab lived with young victims of human trafficking in India. Twenty girls and 10
faraign volurkeers were brought together on an awareness-raising campaign by odanadi seva tnust.
They cychad through poor villages, rich only in vulnerable children who are preyed upon by traffickers. It
was a jpurney of self-exploration, marking an important step on the victims® paih to recovery.

Running water is valuabie in rural India, especially when it must be shared among viclims of human
exploitation, The girs--who have been prostituted or are children of prostilules--are obsessed with
cleanliness. “Shampoo, wash and rinse, three times, Sister. One hour,” says 5 . who was
prastituted by her father when she was a chikl

Bathing time is non-negotiable on this grueling Cyche "Jatha®™ (rally) to Stop Human Trafficking. Later,
deeper issues amarge. Obsessive washing is just one symptom of a past of sulfering; a past whera
these children were made (o feel unclean or were tol repeatedly: You are dirty.

Cdanadi Seva Trust is an Indian non-govermmenial organization that raids brothels, rescues children
from the slums, rehabilitates victims and works lo eradicale exploitation. Its facility is located in
Hootagally village, outside of the enchanting but chaotic city of Mysore, Incessant honking and
congested sireets are left behind as a dinl road leads volunieers to a modern facilily towering above
the village's mud huls, The fresh scent of wild jasmine and gardenia replaces Mysore's choking diesel
fumes. Odanadi feels mare like a spiritual retreal than an instilution thal houses an orphanage, schools
and shelers.

Small children run o greel visitors, caling "Sister” to sirangers. One nine-year-old has lived here since
she was two-days-old and rescued from a dust-bin, She wants o play. It's hardly all fun and games,
however, as laughter gives way o s0bs from a nearby dorm. | look in and meet a newly arrived sex
trade worker, who was among 12 woamen rescued a day earker from a Mysore brothel. She's scarad
and traumatized, yet warmly reachas out to strangers, She hugs me goodbye and asks if | will refurn in
the morning. How easy it would ba 1o exploit somaone so trusting and vulnerable.

Odanadi is abuzz about the raid. The victims were found crouched in a windowless room behind a
restaurant's Take walls, For two weeks, thay were held ike animals. The Tour who cama to Odanadi got
off easy. The other eight, who were from Bangladesh, went to jail for entering India withoul proper
visas,

I maat She |, part of a group of mantally and physically challenged womean forced to work B8
prastitules, She has a woman's body but a chidd's mind, She was gang-raped on a rain after har
family rejected her for har disability and left her (o fend for hersell, We pretend today is 3h 's
birthday, bacause she wanls us o, and it makes her happy

An astimated 2.5 milion people are trafficked around the workd each year

Human trafficking exparts say the perpatrators typically lure the poor with false promises of marriage, a
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good job or even Bollywood stardom. They kidnap and control people through drugs. gang rapas and
threats, breaking their will and forcing victims inte prostitution. Oiber children are sold as slaves or

sontenced (o child bagging rings, as deplcted in the Oscar.winning movie Slumdoag Millionaire,

Canada Is not immune to tha problem. According to the U, S. State Department's annual Trafficking
Persons report; "Canada is a source, transit and destination country for men, women and chilkdren,
trafficked for purposes of commancial sexual exploitation and forced labour ™ Unlika in the U, 8., whara
those convicted of trafficking children under the age of 14 are punished by a minimum of 15 years
behind bars. no such mandatory sentence exists in Canada.

Worldwide, the majorty of those rafficked are 18 to 25, but the age is much younger in India, The
United Nations Development Fund says child brides account for mora than 60 per cent of India’s
prostilutes, and almost a quarker were forced into brothals as children under 18,

"The Indian government finally recognized child prostitution four or five years ago.” says Sean Cleara, a
British ex-pat living in Mysora and an Odanadi voluntaer, "Before that, it didn'l exist. No one cares
about them. They're too low to be important, and people just wank it swept away.”

The cychke campaign targets Karnataka state, a lucrative source of children for traffickers. In 30 days,
we travel 500 kilometres and visit more than 60 villages. The 1aboo of prostitution is so strong, our
warnings are softened through song, dance, tree planting and a banner that says Our Earth, Our
People. Odanadi founders Stanly Kizhakeparambil Varghese and Parashuram ML falt an earlier slogan,
Stop Trafiic, was too direct 1o be effective.

"We are planting ourselves in every village so thal the children, the schools, the bospitals, will have
fruit. And whan they eat that fruit, thay will remamber the cycling visil,” says Stanly. "This is how we will
build awareness on human nghts, and the exploitation of women and children in all its forms.”

In each community, we form a circle and sing. The Odanadi girls use thair beautiful voices o draw cul
the villagers. Then they maka presentations and hand out brochures about Odanadi. Villagers seem
most interested in the number for the distress line,

The 20 Cdanadi girls on the cycle trip have much to fear as they are reintroduced o sociaty. But they
can't ive in a prolective bubble foraver. It's hoped the trip, by building physical strength, will lead o
spiritual and amotional growth, and the confidence to move on,

"The girls who are with us have come from different types of exploitive situations,” says Parashuram.
"Thay've undergona severe suffering and pain.*

o . who has lived al Odanadi for eight months, has made tremendous progress. The
21-year-old Is the team leader of my group, so | quickly discover the depth of her trust [ssues. | alse
witness a small but pivotal transformation, Her moods swing drastically, fram the highs of ginging and
gancing Jay Ho —the song popularized by Slumdog Milionaire--to clamming up and running out of the
reom during a trusi-building exercise involving baing bindfokled. Her attitude is joyful unless it Is
brooding and sullen, But J is & survivar. She's never cycled bafore and is quick 1o burst into
tears. But like the rest of the girls, sha refuses 1o quit, no matter how many times she falls off her bike
or gets welt and cold from the monsoon rains,

J wis trickad into prostitution by & so-called family friend. After her father died of cancer, the
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family strugghed financially. Her mother wanted her 10 marry a 48-year-okd man. Instead, Jahnavi, at 15,
ran away with the "friend” who said she could halp. The “riend” stoke J 's jawelry and enliced her
to o Mumbal brothel, whene she wos forced to waork in the sex trade for four years before baing
rescued,

The childiike enthusiasm she displays for life is astounding, At the end of a long day of cycling, J
pointa in awe to the "colourful sky® and surraunding baauty the rest of us aro too exhaustod 1o soo.

"l have a great will to keep going,” she says. J 5 sansilive nature bacomas har strergth, allowing
her to listen carefully and take to heart what people teach her. She leamns how to meditate. Before, she
couldn't sit still without balrng haunted by visiors of her pasl A Buddhist monk J connects with
during a stay al a Tibetan refugee camp suggests sha focus on the sormow of others, and think about
Fow fortunate she s by comparnson, She relurns from a morning of meditation flying high, "It was
mind-blowing,” she says, in her charming American English. "I received untold happiness and relaxation
throwgh this meditation.”

o is rebulkding a relaticnship with her mother, whom she blames for whal happenad to her in
Murmbai. She is well on her way to finishing college and hopes to (o study social work at university,

Mosl Odanadi members want to become social workers because of the influence of Stanly, 38, and
Farashuram, 41. Social work |5 a special calling In India. The cullure doesn't support il and people
would rather deny the existence of social problems altogether. Furthar, prostitution carries a stigma so
graat no one wanis to work for Odanadi, not even in an administrative position, The burden falls on
Stanly and Parashuram, former jcurnalists who became social activists after meeting a prostitute years
ag on assignmenl Their daily routine includes execuling raids, advocaling for betler laws, educaling
villzage elders, counselling victims and implemanting prevention programs.

But even friends of the organization fear it's doomed because of the many obstaclas. Stanly and
Parashuram are gentk but firm in their commitment Lo women's rights and sccial justice. "This path
wa've chosen hasn't been easy,” says Stanly, “Death threats, corruplion, pofice brutality and violanca
have bacoma a par of our everyday lives.”

He recalls one particularly bad brothel raid, in 1996, They went to Bangalore with the father of a young
girl who had bean trapped there by traffickers. The father had dropped off his daughter several waaks
earlier on tha promise of factory work, but discoverad the buikding was really an ilegal transit centre
and brothel,

“Girls would spend & month thare baing ‘groomed’ and drugged by the trafficking ring, belore being
shipped off to the Middle East for prostitution,” said Stanly.

Upon thair arrival in Bangalora, the fathar want hystarical, ripping blankats off sleéping girls, searching
for his daughter in the dark and squalid room. He faund her, just as the power went out, When it came
back on they ware surrounded by police who had been paid off by the brothel owner. As the officers
were discussing what 1o do with them, Stanly bluffed and sald the meadia ard chief of police had been
called and wara on thair way.

“That night, the

brothel owners wang arréaslad and the children takan to safety. It is oné | will never forget. My mouth
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tolkd the police officer 'l am not afraid of death,’ but my heart was saying something else.”

The incassant clacking of clothes being cleaned against stone is a constant reminder that the girls are
survivors. They know mare aboul tearmeyark than the voluntaaers, Each night, one girl washes har
group's clothes, another sets up the bed mats and the rest relax untll it's thelr tum.

Ona moming. my roommalte, S . & 20-yoar-old beauty the othar volunteers call "Diva,” sharas a
secrel, She opens har shoebox, and shows ma her treasuras-- shampoo products, lair skin cream,
glittering hair clips and makeup. We talk ipstick, and laugh ke troe sistars. I is the starl of a friendship
that leads her o agree to finally tell her story.

"It is time." she says, sounding almost relieved, as if she can be unburdenad of her past simply by
tealling it o the workd.

S 's mother died whan &he was five. She anded up on the streats al aight, after har father's naw
wile refused to accepl her, By the time Stanly and Parashuram found her at a railway station, 5

was deap into prostitution. 3he came to Gdanadi briefly, but later returned to her family, believing things
would be different. "Unfortunately. she was forcad to marmry a very old man,” says Stanly, "She realized
she had been wrong 1o kave us,”™

5 ran away and called Stanly and Parashuram, bringing her younger stepsister M with her, "The
fathar was after money,” says Stanly. *It was an exploitive situation and M- was prone to be
frafficked. 5 was totally traumatized.”

s slilf struggles emolicnally, lacks sell-confidence and is ursure of her luture. She wants lo do
something meaningful and believes she will ba either & social worker or a raporter. “There are many
girls like me, who domt have sheller, who don't have anything. For them | want to halp.”

When asked to describe herself, she doesn'l seem lo understand the quastion, "How do you sée
yourself? Pretty? Smar?

"Clean,” she says, hearkening back to the obsessive washing. "l know I'm very clean, nothing etse.”

Whan asked how she feels seeing Maya grow up inte a happy 15-year-old with aspirations of
bacoming a doctor, she says, “I'm not doing for M., sha's doing for me." Afler a silence she
continuas, wringing her hands, "Sometimeas | think | have spoiled my sisters life.”

s vows she will never marry again. But when | say goodbye at the end of tha trip, | am laft with
hope that she is baginning to balieve she daserves love. 5 makas me promise 1o return someaday,
for her wedding.

The cyclists are encouraged o maet as many vilagers as possible, to take advantage of India’s value
of sharing and 1o @xparence the culluras of each village.

“Instead of going faster on your bikes, look for new people 10 talk 10," Stanly urges, "We raised one
boy. we made him a lawyar and spent lots of money (o educate him. He got married and we discoverad
he lil-treated his wife. It happens. You cantt change people. Change has to come from within,”

The girls are advised to stave for personal growth on tha trip, Thay're told Buddha, Jesus Christ and
many saints and lsarned people discovered wisdom through such ardugus journeys, making pilgrimages
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The small of curry and frash broad baking on a wood fire wafte across the Odanadi courtyard from a
smalier bullding, shaded by lealy paim treas and hibiscus shrubs, This is the kitchen, and a welcoming
pot of steaming rice sits on the floor. I'm hara (o say goodoye to these peopie and this place, wheré so
many come o find peace.

Odanadi offers medical treatmeant, counseling, aducation, vocational training and alternative therapies
such as traditicnal Indian dance, theatre, singing. music, karate, yoga and ar classes.

The program is widely recogmized as a success, even as il evolves by trial and error, Over 18 yoars,
Odanadi has rescued more than 1,800 people, exposed 54 trafficking networks and brought mare than
135 traflickers (o justice.

Sll, the road to recovery and reintegration is a long one, Cab driver Selvie Kunjegogowda has
flourished since she left Odanadi. The former child bride was prostituted by her much older husband. but
remarried for love in April. She's been promotled by her employer, the Public Health Research Institute,
and now drives pregnant women from the villages to their medical appointments.

But for every success story, there is failure, Last year, one girl doused herself in gasoline and set
hersell ablaze after baing rejected when she returned o her village. Odanadi believed she was ready (o
be reintegraled, but clearly she wasnt, nor was the village ready to accept her back,

Shortly after the bike trip ended, 5 and a few other girls got caught planning to keave in the middle
of the night. 3tanly and Parashuram Iried to corvince them to stay, but S refused. They don't know
where she is or whal she is doing.

I try to be grateful for what was achieved. "For 30 days, we cycled with survivors of the deepest hurts
from Mumbal brothels and abusive bomes,” trip co-ordinator Christina Lagdarso wriles in an update to
voluntears. “They mixed with the communities that rejected them and reasserted their place in the
world, As wa made our way across rural India, each of you halped build bridges (o salf-esteam,
confidence and fearlessnass. | hope you saw that in them before you left, because we see It in their
egyes and hearls now.”

The trip initiated an important chaptar in thair healing, bul whare they go from hare is for tham o
decide.

I remember the night the girls faiked to return from washing their clothes, and see it as a symbol of a
promising futura for thase young women, The leenagers had not gottan thamsalves into trouble, as
feared. J and the athers were splashing about al the lake, any trace of suffering long washed
away. In that moment, they seemed to have found peace. They seemed happy. Their laughtar stil
resonates in my haart,
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