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Targeting Human Traffickers

ulianna holds up well for most

of the time she is talking,

despite her harrowing tale.
The petite 28-year-old Colombian
is calm as she describes how
gangsters had threatened to kill
her parents and three-year-old
son. She is matter-of-fact as she
recalls how the job she had been
promised was a lie. Instead, she
was forced to sell her body on
the streets the day she arrived
in Japan. She even retains her
composure initally as she recounts
how she was required to service
as many as 15 men a day when
she was seven-months pregnant,
only breaking down after reveal-
ing that since her escape from the
gangsters who had tricked her into
sexual slavery she has learned that
they are still looking for her child.
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Julianna does not want her
real name used in this article.

Her story is shockingly common,
according to an official at the
Colombian Embassy in Tokyo

who has helped dozens of her
compatriots escape the clutches
of 21st-century slave traders — and
tries to help them recover from
the ordeal. The official also asked
not to be identified.

“The problem started in the
1980s, when Japan was at the
height of the economic Bubble
and a lot of Colombians began
to come to Japan. Pretty soon
Colombians saw the opportunities
and became traffickers themselves,
working closely with Japanese
gangsters and bringing in larger
numbers of victims,” the embassy
official explains. “The peak years

were between 1992 and 1996.
In 1996, we received 173 offi-
cial requests for assistance, and
double that number approached
the embassy for help and advice,
but refused to give their names
because they were frightened.”

Every year, 50,000 women
enter Japan on entertainer visas,
but there are never that many
working as dancers or singers,
according to the official. “But we
know there are a lot more than
that because they are entering
on forged passports, and simply
don’t show up on the statistics.”

The official adds: “To be honest,
we don’t know how many
Colombians are in Japan at the
moment.”

The victims — typically poor
women from traditional coffee-



growing regions of Colombia
experiencing economic hardship
—are approached through the
network of extended families

and acquaintances that perme-
ates Colombian society. They are
offered well-paying jobs in restau-
rants, hotels or casinos in Japan.
They are told to travel on forged
documents; Julianna was given a
fake Norwegian passport the first
time and an Argentinean version
the second time. Slave traffickers
take advantage of travel routes
and entry points around the world
where Colombia’s drug traffickers
learned were most susceptible.

As soon as they meet their
contact in Japan, the victims
become ensnared.

“After | was deported the first
time, | only came back to Japan
because the traffickers threat-
ened they were going to kill my
family,” recalls Julianna. “I arrived
at Osaka airport and took the
train to Yokohama, where | met a
Colombian woman. Until then, |
thought | was going to be working
in a casino, but that night she sent
me out onto the streets to work.”

The trauma continued. “I was
terrified. | wanted to die. But they
knew where my family was so |
could not run away, and they told
me | had to pay back the debt
of ¥5 million that | owed them,”
she adds. “I had to work every
day, from 11 p.m. until 3 a.m.
in the summer, and three hours
longer in the winter. | only got
a few hours’ sleep. They had no
compassion.”

Julianna names the Colombian
woman who controlled her and

By Julian Ryall / Targeting Human Traffickers

numerous other South American
women, as well as her Japanese
husband. The name of the
woman is being withheld for legal
reasons. The Colombian Embassy
confirms that it has a thick file

on the woman, which has been
shared with the Japanese authori-
ties; but it is proving very difficult
to pin charges on her, even when
she travels to Colombia.

<« SNAPSHOT »

The Polaris Project, an international
organization against human traffick-
ing and slavery based in the U.S. and
Japan, empowers survivors and raises
awareness to create long-term social
change with grassroots campaigns such
as Slavery Still Exists. Its Tokyo branch,
the Japan Campaign Against Trafficking
(JCAT), offers shelter, legal advice, medi-
cal help, repatriation and employment,
with over 120 calls and emails logged
since multilingual hotlines began in
2005; Fifteen volunteers have given
5,000 hours worth over $85,000 since
launching. ACCJ member Morrison and
Forester LLP gives pro bono legal ser-
vices to Polaris and the ACCJ donated
¥3 million last month.

www.polarisproject.jp
www.polarisproject.org
Phone: 050-3496-7615

With the help of a Japanese
customer who eventually became
her husband and gave her money
to pay off the debt, Julianna was
able to get away from the man-
ager. However, her situation got
worse when she fell into the hands
of a group of Japanese gangsters.

“There were about 50 of us and
we were their slaves,” she says.

Even when she did pluck up the
courage to go to the police to file
a complaint, the police failed to
act, according to Julianna. She left
her Japanese husband after he
started abusing her, and now she
is in training for a job. She has to
stay in Japan (despite the danger
she faces if her tormentors find
her) because, she says, it is safer
for her family not to know where
she is.

“I'm getting psychological
support from the embassy, which
helps, but | have suffered. | did
think about committing suicide
by jumping from the window of
the apartment, but I'm still here,”
confides Julianna. “And | have
my son.”

And while the plight of
women from South America
and Southeast Asia is well docu-
mented, far less common are
cases involving Western women
among the 27 million people
around the world who are victims
of modern-day slavery. Armed
with a singing contract, Rhoda
Kershaw admits she “knew
nothing of a world of real evil”
when she set off for Japan. After
a successful and fascinating first
taste of Japan, she returned in
April 1989 for a second visit — still
only 18 years old. Contracted to
different agencies in the U.S. and
Japan, she believes they were
simply fronts for the business
of selling naive young women
to the highest bidder. With the
promise of a chance to sing, she
was, instead, put on display in a
hostess club in Osaka, and told
that the club she was to perform
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at was still being built. The bar
where she worked attracted a
lot of yakuza, who were, in turn,
attracted by her red hair.

Drugged, beaten

Invited to an after-hours get-
together (and, admittedly, awe-
struck by the gangsters she was
with), she had a drink. Within
minutes she passed out, and the
last thing she remembered was
being carried to a car. Coming
round in a luxurious suite, she was
surrounded by gang members
wearing only full-body tattoos.
Kershaw made a bolt for the door,
but was caught and beaten. She
woke up on the bed, and was
gang raped over several days. She
recalls them laughing as she called
out for her mother.

Kershaw estimates she was
assaulted by at least 40 men in the
space of the first 24 hours.

“The things done to me over
the next three days are inconceiv-
able to most human beings,” she
says from her home in Tennessee.
"Each one had his own perversion,
and | was tortured.” The abuse
she received resulted in her being
unable to bear children.

Kershaw recalls screaming
“Jesus” before attempting her
second escape; and after bolting
from the apartment, she ran
naked through the streets. She
hammered on the doors of apart-
ments until a stranger took her
in and helped her call the police.
But with the arrival of the authori-
ties, a second, equally terrifying,
experience began. Kershaw says
she expected the police to be

“good people” who would help
her; instead, “l found myself
being treated like a criminal. |
was treated cruelly at the hospital
— by the police, a lawyer and the
media — and all the while, no one
bothered to call my embassy.”
She was initially taken back
to the apartment where she
had been held - followed by
TV cameras and reporters after
someone had tipped off the
media. She had to identify the
gang members and undergo
questioning over the next three
weeks. Again, the men whom she
identified cannot be named, as
she was unable to find a Japanese
lawyer to join her American legal
representative before the statute

of limitations had run out in 1994.

No one was prosecuted for what
happened to Kershaw.

“There are lots of miscon-
ceptions surrounding human
trafficking, one of which is that
it only affects people from poor
countries. It is also a mistake to
think that organized crime is
entirely to blame,” says Shihoko
Fujiwara, head of the Tokyo
branch of the U.S. anti-trafficking
campaign group, the Polaris
Project. “There are an increasing
number of ‘family-run’ operations
that involve foreigners living in
Japan who go back to their own
country a couple of times a year
and woo young girls with stories
of the money that can be made
in Japan waiting on tables in
restaurants.”

Fujiwara points to the huge
scale of the problem facing orga-
nizations such as the Polaris

Targeting Human Traffickers

Project, operational in Japan since
2002. Human trafficking may be
the world’s third-largest criminal
industry, after drugs and weapons,
but it is the fastest-growing
sector. Fueled by its colossal sex
industry, Japan is ranked as one
of the largest destination coun-
tries for trans-national trafficking
of women and children for sex,

as well as forced labor. Some are
as young as 12 years old. The
victims are not always foreign
women, however, as trading of
Japanese women and children is
also a serious problem, according
to the Polaris Project, which bene-
fited from funding from the ACCJ
through last December’s annual
charity Crystal Ball.

Massive problem
According to the National Police
Agency (NPA), there were 1,700
reported victims of child prostitu-
tion or pornography in 2003, the
highest number since statistics
were first collated in 2000. That
figure is merely the tip of the
iceberg, campaigners believe.
Thanks to organizations such
as the Polaris Project, recognition
of the scale of the problem has
increased in recent years in Japan.
This movement was also boosted
by the U.S. State Department’s
June 2004 decision to place Japan
on its Tier Two watch list. The
annual Trafficking in Persons
report out of Washington, D.C.
stated that Tokyo — which was
deeply embarrassed to be the
only industrially developed nation
identified in the report — was not
in compliance with the minimum
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standards toward the elimination
of human trafficking.

Within months, the Ministry
of Foreign Affairs had outlined
a range of measures to combat
the problem, and the govern-
ment made it a criminal offence
to traffic in human beings.
Immigration procedures were also
revised to allow victims to remain
in Japan for their own safety
— although the temporary visa
they are issued does not permit
them to work, and so leaves them
reliant on shelters or support
from the public.

Crime fighters

In 2004, the NPA finally set up
the Organized Crime Control
Department to specifically deal
with trafficking of people, and

in 2005 it announced 81 arrests.
Courts do not appear to be
keeping pace with the changes,
however, with a mere five cases
reaching the prosecution stage as
of last August, all of which ended
in suspended sentences.

A reduction in the number of
entertainment visas for Filipinos,
however, has only led to an
increase in the number of women
from other Southeast Asian coun-
tries entering Japan.

Other nations also have
problems; an estimated 17,500
foreign nationals are trafficked
into the United States each year.
Combined with the additional
population of victims of internal
or domestic trafficking, there
are upwards of hundreds of
thousands of victims of human
trafficking each year in the United

States. Victims work in the sex
trade, farming and as domestic
helpers, particularly in Florida,
California and Texas, according to
the U.S. State Department, which
puts the value of the industry at
some $9.5 billion a year.

Some progress
Tightening up the rules worked
for the Japanese government,
and the U.S. State Department
subsequently applauded Japan's
progress in its next report.
But there is no indication that
demand for women in Japan’s
brothels is in decline, according to
Fujiwara of the Polaris Project.

“The demand is huge and seems
to be growing. Of course, if the
demand no longer existed, then
the traffickers would be out of
business within days.” she adds.
“But as long as ‘entertainment
districts’ such as Kabukicho exist,
then women will be forced to
work in these establishments.”

A lot of them are not aware that
their embassies will be able to help

Targeting Human Traffickers

them, and still fear they will be
handed over to the authorities if
they should seek assistance.

“In all my dealings with the
Japanese police, no one bothered
to tell me that the American
Embassy would be able to comfort
me and give me real help,” recalls
Kershaw. “Exactly one year after
it happened, | was back in the
U.S., but had still not shed a single
tear. But soon something went
wrong. | had flashbacks of Japan;
and violation, fear and utter
terror blazed before my eyes.”

1 became angry. Grief over-
whelmed me. | flipped out,” she
continues. “l just about broke
everything in my apartment.

My boyfriend — who is now my
husband - found me in the closet
and took me to a hospital. | spent
two months in that hospital, and
have had many more visits to
hospitals due to post-traumatic
stress disorder.”

“People think it has been long
enough to get over it, but they
don‘t suffer from nightly terrors
to this day [like | do], nightmares
that make it feel like it just
happened when you awake,” she
emphasizes. But Kershaw adds
that after bottling up her trauma
for 17 years, she wants her
experiences to be heard and to,
perhaps, stop others falling into
the same trap as she did.

“If | don't use my voice, then |
let them win; and the ones who
cannot speak will not have a voice
to speak for them,” she concludes.

Julian Ryall is a Tokyo-based freelance
journalist.

March 2007 / ACCJ Journal / 19



	Mar07 1.pdf
	Mar07 4.pdf
	Mar07 5.pdf
	Mar07 6.pdf
	Mar07 7.pdf

