CASE STUDY 
Children’s rights and child prostitutes in Thailand

The small slum community of Baan Nua is situated close to a tourist resort in Thailand, which is known for sex tourism. The migrant community of Baan Nua is small with the number of households fluctuating between 16–20 households, many of whom live in makeshift shelters, which leak during the rainy season. There is no welfare or social security assistance available for the residents of this impoverished slum and children’s work is essential to families’ survival. Most households are headed by women and their children are expected to earn money for the family as soon as they are able. 

The majority of children in this small community work in prostitution, mainly with foreign tourists some of whom visit annually. Although prostitution allows children to earn significantly more than other occupations, many are physically damaged by this experience and need medical treatment. 

Similarly, to Thai families living outside the slum, the role of kinship and social obligations are important values in Baan Nua. Although it tends to be peers or siblings, rather than parents, who facilitate their children’s entry into prostitution, most of the children engaged in prostitution explained their involvement in terms of their cultural obligation to support their parents and their sense of filial duty. The young people wished to be perceived as in control of their own lives and able to make choices. However, the reliance of many Baan Nua children on drugs and alcohol could be interpreted as a sign of the struggle they face in coping with their occupation. Although children felt pleased to be able to fulfil their kinship obligations by helping their families, their poverty and marginal social and economic status means that their agency in this situation is limited. 

There is no question that child prostitution is physically harmful to children and that governments should try to put an end to it. Article 34 of the UNCRC grants children the right to be protected from sexual abuse and exploitation. However, this case study draws attention to difficulties in prioritising the multiple rights provided to children by the UNCRC. In the case of child prostitutes of Baan Nua, unless wider social and economic changes are made in Thailand, realising children’s right to be free from sexual abuse would result in violating their right to live with their families and community. 
This conflict highlights the need to understand the local context when considering how to uphold children’s rights. In this setting ‘it is only by acknowledging that children have a right to live with their families and to be protected from sexual exploitation, whilst simultaneously recognizing the cultural, historical, social and economic factors that have allowed child prostitution to flourish and taking steps to eradicate them, that children’s rights can be practically implemented’. 






Key questions


· What are the rights that children enjoy and the duties they are expected to fulfil in this context?

· What are the long-term consequences of these experiences in childhood and youth?




