Visible, yet ignored —Syed Mohammad Ali 
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Perhaps one reason why the trafficking of young girls remains neglected is that on the surface of things, travelling abroad in musical groups to perform in major hotels in the UAE does not seem to qualify as an evident form of coercion

Pakistan has been facing a major human trafficking problem for quite some time. It is not only hapless Pakistani nationals who become victims of trafficking; Bangladeshis and Afghans are also transited through Pakistan.

Pakistan’s Ministry of Interior issued a special report entitled “Combating human trafficking”, which squarely admitted the gravity of this problem. Until 2001, however, in the absence of specific legislation concerning trafficking, varied local laws were being applied to prosecute the culprits involved in this activity, which not only made it easier for them to evade due punishments, but unfortunately often led to the prosecution of the victims of trafficking.

With the promulgation of the Prevention and Control of Human Trafficking Ordinance in 2002, the vital differentiation between trafficking and other offences like human smuggling was made clear. The latter offence at least implies consent of people being smuggled across borders. PCHTO 2002 rules were also made for the welfare of the victims of human trafficking although it took another three years to put them into effect. 

While these official measures have enabled Pakistan to be removed from the Human Trafficking Watch List, there is clearly no room for complacency. Human trafficking has become a transnational phenomenon, feeding off displacements caused by conflicts or natural disasters.

Moreover, it is important to realise that human trafficking takes place through varied means, not all forms of human trafficking involves blatant coercion of its victims. In fact, there is a proportion of trafficking activities that take place quite openly, using legitimate travel documents and travel through mainstream airlines. Moreover, the victims of this form of trafficking can also be readily found in mainstream venues within destination countries.

This very visible trafficking takes place in the form of young girls below the legal age of consent being taken abroad from different parts of Pakistan as members of ‘entertainment or musical groups’, which are hired to perform mujras in hotels and dance bars popular among the South Asian migrants working in the Gulf states.

Until a few years ago, under-aged boys from South Asia and some poor African countries were also being similarly exploited to serve as child jockeys in camel races in oil-rich Arab countries. Hundreds of boys as young as 8 or 10 years old from districts in southern Punjab used to be issued legitimate visas, often along with one of their parents or other relatives, to enable their participation in camel races.

Lured by the prospect of making thousands of rupees a month, many poor and ignorant parents happily sent their children to participate in camel races, despite the harsh environment of the camps and the very real threat of serious injuries.

The UAE government finally imposed a strict ban on the use of under-aged children in camel races in 2005, and has since been supporting UNICEF and the Child Protection and Welfare Bureau of Punjab to rehabilitate the repatriated child jockeys.

On the other hand, the practice of under-aged girls between 15 to 18 years of age, being taken to serve as performers in musical groups continues to date without any hindrances. Like child camel jockeys, the overall number of young dancing girls going abroad annually from Pakistan may not be that significant. What is really disturbing however is the fact that this evident form of human trafficking is widely ignored by policy makers and law enforcement agencies both within Pakistan and in destination countries.

Perhaps one reason why the trafficking of young girls remains neglected is that on the surface of things, travelling abroad in musical groups to perform in major hotels in the UAE does not seem to qualify as an evident form of coercion. These under-aged girls also travel using valid visas, and return home after the legal duration of their issued visas has expired. However, the fact remains that when people under 18 are generally exposed to unsafe and exploitative environments, even if temporarily, despite their personal consent, or even with that of their families, this phenomenon squarely falls under the category of trafficking.

There are numerous push and pull factors fuelling the trafficking of young girls on-ground. The greatest incentive is the profitability of the venture. Typically, sponsors get to keep forty percent of the handsome revenues raised by dancing performances in their hotels or bars. Local recruitment agents and promoters take 20 percent of this money, while the rest of it is sufficient enough for sharing among an entire group of musicians and dancing girls. The possibility of making two or three hundred thousand plus the possibility of getting gifts and cash from enamoured clients for providing them additional services, is incentive enough for many girls to try getting inducted in a dancing group going abroad.

Their enthusiasm also remains undeterred by the known fact that they will be locked up in a room for most of the time during their stay abroad to ensure that they fulfil their commitments and return home before their sponsored visas expire.

While the number of under-aged girls being brought into Pakistan as a transit point for further trafficking is not known, on-ground research indicates that an active trade exists domestically, run by a plethora of local recruitment agents and promoters who specialise in taking these girls abroad, mostly to the Gulf states. Keenness to ensure that the dancing groups bring in good business for the sponsoring venues and the agents themselves compels the need to identify ‘fresh’ young girls.

To avoid any potential embarrassment for the hotels and bars where they are meant to perform, these girls are helped to obtain false birth certificates and in turn getting passports that state their age to be more then it really is. Migration officials are allegedly paid off as well not to ask to scrutinise musical groups which include on average a dozen girls and some accompanying musicians.

While the issue of exploiting women under the guise of dance performances is a topic in its own right, the point here was just to show how underage girls are being involved in this broader trend, so as to urge authorities in both destination and sending countries like Pakistan to take strong action to prevent this under-aged exploitation on a priority basis.
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