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Summary 
 
Prostitution is a well-known phenomenon in Thailand. Women find themselves 
engaging in sex work for a variety of reasons. This dissertation sketches a picture of 
the commercial sex industry in T hailand and explores the push factors that determine 
a woman’s entry into the industry. Tracing the supply of women leads to a focus on 
rural life in the North, and requires an understanding of how Thailand’s development 
strategy has increased the rural-urban divide, thus increasing levels of migration to the 
city and demand for jobs.  
 
These factors are set in the context of gender relations and women’s status, which 
leads to a tolerance of sex work in Thailand.  The demand for sex workers has also 
increased over the years, and the role that the military has played during wars 
(especially Vietnam War) and sex tourism, as well as local demand is analysed  in this 
study.  
 
After setting the context of the sex industry in Thailand, the second half of my study 
analyses three NGO’s responses to the issue of sex work in the light of the fact that 
the Thai government is unable to cope with the size of the phenomenon.  
 
The study focuses on two areas- Bangkok and Chiang Mai; Bangkok being the centre 
of the industry and Chiang Mai representing the source. The three NGO’s vary in their 
response to the issue and provide a good contrast to the work being done in this area. 
Although such projects are aimed at empowering women and providing alternatives to 
sex work, the shortcoming of NGO’s working in this arena is lack of consideration of 
the long term.  
 
In the hope of a long term eradication of prostitution in Thailand, without government 
will and as long as women lack the same rights as men, including rights to sexuality, 
commercial sex will continue.  
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INTRODUCTION 
 
 

Introduction to Topic 
 

 
“ In the struggle for liberation that is going on in all Third World countries, the 

liberation of women from any objectification is a necessary facet. There can be no 
true liberation without it.” 

(Manazan 1979:31) 
 

In recent years Thailand has gained the reputation of being the  ‘largest brothel in 
Asia’ (Skrobanek 1990:12) because of the availability and visibility of its commercial 
sex industry.  
 
In most discussions prost itution is seen as a problem and proposed solutions target the 
sex workers, the most visible and vulnerable actors in the industry. Sex workers are 
often viewed as poor unfortunates, lacking in job skills and needing rescuing, led by 
poverty into the oldest profession in the world.  Are the push factors so one - 
dimensional? Is poverty alone what leads a woman to engage in sex work? 
 
In contemporary Thailand policy makers and women’s rights groups are still asking 
the question of what is to be done about it?  Is education the answer? Are vocational 
skills a viable alternative to prostitution? Is prostitution  actually empowering for a 
woman? 
 
This dissertation shall explore the issues surrounding a woman’s decision to enter the 
sex industry and what the policy responses have been in offering alternatives and 
solutions.  
 
Structure of Dissertation 
My dissertation divides into two parts. Part 1 sets the research in context by sketching 
the development of the sex sector in Thailand, as well as looking at the supply and 
demand for sex workers in the industry. I will then present my findings in my 
empirical chapters in Part 2. 
 
Chapter 1 of the report will review the historical development of the sex sector in 
Thailand. Chapter 2 will look at the supply of sex workers and explore the many 
aspects of life that face a young woman living in Northern Thailand. Chapter 3 will 
analyse demand for sex workers from local and foreign clients. 
 
Part 2 follows with my empirical chapters. Chapter 4 will be a presentation of my 
findings, based on three NGO’s working with CSW’s. The fifth chapter will comment 
and critique the outcomes of the findings. I will finish with my conclusions. 
 
Design and Methodology of Research 
Introduction 
This section discusses the methodologies utilised and the problems encountered 
during my research project.  
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1.Time Scale of Research Period.  
I conducted my research during a two-week period in June 1999 in Thailand. I based 
my research on three NGO’s (Rahab Ministries in Bangkok, New Life Centre (NLC) 
in Chiang Mai, and EMPOWER in Chiang Mai) who work with commercial sex 
workers. 
I have also drawn on experience and evidence that I gained while volunteering at the 
New Life Centre for 6 weeks in 1996.  
 
2.The Research Methodologies Employed. 
Data has been collected from both primary and secondary sources and both qualitative 
and quantitative methods have been used. A variety of actors and information is 
drawn upon in order to collect the greatest range of findings.  
 
3. Implementation of the Research 
3.1- Interviews with key figures 
In each of the three projects, I conducted lengthy semi- structured interviews with the 
NGO staff. I decided to record my conversations in order to allow them to form 
naturally and not be stilted by my trying to record every answer made.  At the NLC  I 
interviewed three of the management team; Marcia Dickerson, Judy  Montreevat, and 
Waraporn Wimonsuksuwan. At Empower I interviewed the education co-ordinator 
Nong, and general co-ordinator Pai, and at Rahab, the stand-in supervisor, Sarah 
Cooke. Although I had a structure of questions that I wanted to cover, I allowed each 
interviewee to direct the conversation. 
 
In addition I also interviewed a Thai woman, Sunee Lorgunpai, a contact of a friend 
who provided me with an insight into the role of women in Thai society.  
 
3.1.2- Life Histories 
Due to the limited time of my research period, I have had to rely in most part upon the       
written life stories of sex workers, written by the women and consent given to the 
NGO staff to pass them on to myself. However, due to the time that I spent at the New 
Life Centre in 1996, I have been able draw on life stories from girls that I knew then.  
 
3.1.3- Participant Observation 
Participant observation was essential to my research at each project. At Rahab, I had 
my hair styled in the salon, practiced English with the women and observed the card 
making workshop. Furthermore in the evening I had chance to observe sex workers 
getting ready in the salon, and was able to walk around Patpong at night, observing 
the sex industry at first hand. Living at the NLC  meant that I interacted in the daily 
lives of the residents; from eating with them, to watching TV, as well as teaching 
English,  taking trips to beauty spots and going shopping with the women. 
Although I only spent one afternoon at EMPOWER, I still managed to get a glimpse 
of the daily running of the centre and met some of the sex workers. 
 
3.1.4 Questionnaires 
A Thai contact Sarawute, agreed to answer an e -mail questionnaire, attempting to 
gauge the view of a Thai man with regards to the sex industry in Thailand. Though the 
answers were short, they provide invaluable information that I have used in Chapter 3 
(see 3.3). 
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3.1.5 Archive Research  
As part of my research I was able to spend three days studying at the Women’s 
Studies Centre at Chiang Mai University. The journals, newspaper articles and books 
that I had access to there have been essential in my background reading around the 
subject of commercial sex work in Thailand.  
 
I also spent some time using the resource library at Rahab, which also had vital 
sources of information that I have been able include in this study.  
 
I have also examined my topic with a detailed study of the secondary sources 
concerning commercial sex work in Thailand. These have included books and journal 
articles, and the use of the internet. 
 
3.1.6 Open- ended Conversations  
My fellow Thai colleague, Oy Sirisook, has also give me helpful comments and 
insights through open- ended conversations. 
 
3.2 Criticisms of methods-limitat ions and problems                     
-Language problems 
As I can only speak basic Thai, and I can’t read Thai script, I had to rely only verbal 
communication, and couldn’t use any written sources. With regards to 
communicating, I mainly was able to interview English speakers, and I had a fluent 
Thai- speaking friend who translated for me where necessary. 
-Researching on sensitive issues 
 Due to the sensitive nature of my subject I feel that people were guarded by what 
they said at times, and at EMPOWER they wouldn’t let me record the interview. I had 
to negotiate information sensitively.  
-Time  
Due to time constraints, there was not enough time to get to know the women 
properly. Therefore I had to rely on a lot of information from staff and written 
records, rather than from the clients themselves. 
 
Summary 
In this research project I used a variety of methods and sources, both qualitative and 
quantitative and a range of actors and information is drawn upon.  
As well as focussing on the experience of women, the methods that I chose aimed to 
give a representative view of the sex industry in Thailand by focussing on a variety of 
actors in each of the NGO’s. 
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Chapter 1 The Historical Development of the Sex Sector 
 
The Oxford Illustrated Dictionary descr ibes a prostitute as,  “ a woman who offers her 
body to indiscriminate sexual intercourse for payment.” In order to understand the 
context in which a woman decides to enter the sex industry in Thailand, it is first 
important to outline the industry’s size and diversity. I will begin by sketching its 
history and then outline the sex industry today, as well as briefly discussing some 
contemporary features. 
 
1.1 The origins of the sex industry 
Throughout Thai history here has been a close association between prost itution, 
migrant communities and economic development. Prostitution in the Ayuddhya 
period (1350- 1767) was both legal and taxed by the government and served both 
local and foreign customers (Boonchalaksi 1994:2). 
 
The expansion of the export economy and the commercialisation of the rice trade in 
the nineteenth century brought about a large influx of immigrant workers into 
Thailand (Boonchalaksi 1994:3). Phongpaichit (1982:4) argues that this is when 
prostitution was firstly introduced to Thailand on a large scale.  
 
Prostitution during this pre- capitalist period was characterised by women being 
recruited from slave markets (Hantrakul, 1983) after being forced into prostitution by 
parents or husbands (Skrobanek, 1990:10). However in 1905 when King Rama V 
abolished slavery, an increase in prostitution occurred as former women slaves were 
drawn into the sex industry (Asia Watch, 1993).  
 
From 1905 until 1960, prostitution was legal in Thailand and regulated by the 
government imposed, Control& Prevention of Venereal Disease Act of 1909, and the 
1928 Anti- Trafficking Act. Through use of fees and licensing, prostitutes were 
required to be “free of infectious diseases,” and penalties were given to “anyone who 
seduces or forces a girl to enter or remain in prostitution (Asia Watch 1993:21). 
 
In summary during the nineteenth and early twentieth century, the development of 
prostitution was connected to large -scale Chinese migration and slavery 
(Boonchalaksi 1994:5). 
 
1.2 The Contemporary Sex Industry in Thailand 
Since the 1970’s, dramatic changes have taken place in prostitution. These have been 
its industrialisation; normalisation and wide spread global diffusion (Barry 1995:122). 
 
Indeed for Thailand, in recent decades the sex industry has grown in both size and 
visibility despite the Suppression of Prostitution Act, imposed by the Thai 
government in 1960, making prostitution illegal. Today high levels of prostitution are 
found in Bangkok to the East seaboard, central provinces and the South (Boonchalaksi 
1994:35). However sex workers abound throughout the country. Significant to such 
growth has been the presence of foreign military personnel in Thailand on R&R (Rest 
and Recreation) during recent wars, as well as the rise of sex tourism alongside local 
demand (explored in Chapter 3).  
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Truong (1983:536) describes the recent changes in the Thai sex industry in terms of 
the, ‘degree of differentiation in terms of forms, institutions, and arrangements of 
payments.’ 
 
Indeed although prostitution is now illegal, it is disguised in numerous forms, such as 
traditional brothels, hotels, bars, nightclubs, karaoke bars and restaurants 
(Boonchalaksi 1994:40). The women perform their jobs under the guise of bar 
hostesses, waitresses, go-go dancers, masseuses, escorts etc. (Sittirak 1996:85). 
 
Following the criminalisation of prostitution, the Thai government passed the 1966 
Entertainment Places Act, aimed to regulate venues where women attend to male 
customers, by requiring them to obtain operating licenses from local police. But 
police enforcement is lax and many places don’t register at all (Asia Watch 1994:24).  
 
As prostitution is illegal, official statistics aren’t available and accurate numbers of 
sex workers are very difficult to estimate. It has been estimated that there is anywhere 
between 800,000 – 2 million prostitutes in Thailand (Asia Watch 1993). However the 
most commonly accepted estimate is that approximately half a million young women 
in the 16-24 age group work in the sex industry (Ford & Koetsawang 1991 qtd. in 
Ransom 1997:23). 
 
Although the majority of sex workers in Thailand are adult women, in recent years 
there has been a rise in the number of male prostitutes. Bars catering for gays and 
paedophiles are now widespread. Furthermore boys catering to foreigners is believed 
to represent 10% of child prostitution in Thailand (Skrobanek 1990:13). 
 
The trend towards child prostitution is also increasing, involving children even below 
14 years old. Again, opinions differ on the number of child sex workers. The Centre 
for the Protection of Children’s Rights estimates there are 800,000 child prostitutes 
(under 18 years) in Thailand (Skrobanek 1990:93) while ECPAT estimates 250,000 
child prostitutes (Kane 1998:7). However all indicators suggest that the numbers are 
rising (Kilbourn & McDermid 1998:16).  
 
Skrobanek (1990:12) suggests that the majority of clients demanding child prostitutes 
are local men who believe that “deflowering or sleeping with a very young, or virgin 
girl will revitalise an old man’s sexual potency.” Kumprapan (qtd. in Ekachai, 
1990:25) adds, “When sex is intensely commercialised, consumers tend to look for 
more exotic, bizarre products. That’s where child prostitution comes in.” In addition, 
increased AIDS awareness has resulted in a higher demand for children due to the 
myth that they are AIDS free (Kane 1998:5). 
 
The present Thai government under Prime Minister, Chuan Leekpai, has initiated a 
crackdown in child and ‘forced’ prostitution. In the form of a new Prevention and 
Suppression of Prostitution Act, ‘customers and procurers would be targeted for 
punishment, not the victims themselves’ (Kane 1998:111). However the government 
has been criticised for consistently failing to punish offenders and instead has 
routinely arrested women victims as illegal imm igrants or prostitutes (Asia Watch 
1993:5).  
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Due to the growth of the sex industry, when demand is greater than supply, there is 
often the expansion of the sex trade into outlying areas in an effort to find new, young 
prostitutes. Girls are recruited from hill tribes, areas of the North and North- East, as 
well as Burma and China.  
 
Thai NGO’s estimate that 20-30 thousand Burmese women and children been 
trafficked into Thailand and 10 thousand new recruits come in each year (Asia Watch 
1993:1).  
 
In addition, there is evidence that since the 1970’s, an increasing number of Thai 
women have been trafficked to Western Europe (Altink 1995:57). It is estimated that 
200,000 Thai women work as prostitutes in Europe, and 50,000 in Japan 
(Karnjanauksorn 1987 qtd. in Odzer 1994:9). 
 
In summary, “The evolution of the sexual service industry in Thailand must thus be 
seen as the result of a number of historical, economic and social factors coming 
together in a particular configuration” (Phongpaichit 1982:6).  This is an overview of 
the prostitution problem in Thailand. However, what is needed is an in-depth analysis 
of why these women have become prostitutes. What are their circumstances? 
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Chapter 2 Supply Side- Who are Thai sex workers? 

 
2.1 What is their situation in Thailand? 
 
2.1.1 Where are they from? - A focus on the North 
In a study of sex workers, Phongpaichit (1982:18) revealed that the main source of 
Thai prostitutes was from the North (48%) and North- East (26%) of Thailand. 
Women from the North are renowned for having fairer skin and are considered pretty 
and charming by nature (ibid:36), popular with Thai and Chinese clients (Odzer 
1994:63). In contrast women from the North- East (local name, Isan), have a darker 
skin which Thai people think foreign men prefer (ibid:63).  
 
The North and North- East are the poorest regions of the country, and agriculture is 
the main occupation. Phongpaichit (1982:27) quotes that the GDP per capita for the 
North-East to be about 3/5 of that of the North, which is half of that in the central 
plain and quarter of that in Bangkok. In recent years the income gap between urban 
and rural areas has increased further still. 
 
Table 1- Annual per capita income in the agricultural sector and other sectors  
 Per capita income 

in agriculture 
Per capita income 
in other sectors 

The ratio of 
disparity 

1984 5,224 43,543 1: 8.34 
1985 5,012 44,605 1: 8.90 
1986 5,199 47,336 1: 9.10 
1987 5,938 52,869 1: 8.90 
1988 7,158 62,085 1: 8.67 
1989 7,540 73,093 1: 9.69 
1990 7,137 85,343 1: 11.96 
Source:Tai-koku Keizai Kaikyo 1993 (Japanese Chamber of Commerce and Industry 
in Bangkok 1994 qtd. in Matsui 1997:9)  
 
The ratio of disparity between per capita income in agriculture and per capita income 
in other sectors has increased from 1:8.34 in 1984 to 1:11.96 in 1990.  
 
This rural- urban divide has been accentuated further by development strategies in 
Thailand that have focussed on the urban sector, to the detriment of the rural sector. 
 
2.1.2 Development Strategies in Thailand 
In recent decades Thailand has undergone drastic changes in its economy. By using 
domestic economic polices, Thailand has transformed its traditionally agricultural 
economy to one that derives a large proportion of its GNP from the export of 
industrial goods and provision of services (Santasombat 1992 qtd. in Boonchalaksi 
1994:7). The export of manufactured goods have increased from 32% of total exports 
in 1980, to 64% in 1990 (Brummit and Flatters qtd in  Boonchalaksi 1994:7). 
Thailand’s economy has expanded at one of the fastest sustained rates of any country 
over the last decade, increasing Thailand’s GDP from 73.3 billion baht in 1961 to 
631.6 billion in 1990. (Phongpaichit 1993 qtd in Diehl 1996:1). 
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Alongside economic growth, Thailand has experienced rapid urbanisation with the 
urban population rising from 13% to 23% of the total between 1970-80 (Phongpaichit 
1982:1). However the Thai population still remains predominantly rural, and the rapid 
transformation from an agricultural country to an industrialising one has particularly 
affected rural areas. 
 
Little investment has been carried out in the rural sector, resulting in increasing 
inequality between the regions (O’Malley 1988 qtd. in  Diehl 1996:50, 51). Poverty 
also has been concentrated among those who have been marginalized in the process of 
economic development, namely the aged, women, and those with low levels of 
education (Hutaserani & Jitsuchon 1988 qtd. in Sittirak 1996:108). Indeed the Thai 
female labour force in the agricultural sector significantly decreased from 87.6% to 
57.5% between 1970-88 (Gender and Development Research Institute 1991 qtd. in 
Sittirak 1996:108). 
 
Alongside increasing rural- urban inequality, it is argued that Thailand’s economic 
development policies have detrimentally led to the commercialisation of rural 
economies and increased the pressure of consumerism. Ekachai (1990:111) argues 
that the traditional way of life has become “diluted as the villagers are engulfed by the 
market economy.” Now many villages are electrified and exposed to TV media, 
demanding consumer appliances such as televisions, and refrigerators (Ekachai 1990: 
128).  
 
Many families in the North and North- East are now selling daughters to agents 
recruiting for brothels in the city, and these women have become an economic 
survival strategy and access to consumer goods for rural families (Skrobanek 
1990:12).  Indeed, becoming a prostitute to support families has become accepted by 
villagers in several areas, especially in the Northern provinces of Phayao, Chiang Rai 
and Chiang Mai. A survey carried out in Northern Thailand revealed that some 
children actually wanted to be prostitutes when they grew up (Skrobanek 1990:14). 
 
Therefore in rural areas, the loss of ability to survive on agriculture alone, alongside 
decreasing income opportunities in the rural sector, at the same time as the increasing 
pressure of consumerism has forced the migration of young men and women to the 
cities.  
 
2.1.3 Rural-Urban Migration 
Domestic migration is common among the rural Thai population. Traditionally most 
migrants have been male, but in recent decades the number of female migrants 
reflects a change in the migration pattern (Phongpaichit1982:32,33).  
 
Table 2: Number of male migrants into Bangkok between September 1986 and 
August 1988 by age and region of previous residence. 
 NORTH NORTH N/EAST N/EAST TOTAL 
AGE URBAN RURAL URBAN RURAL  
0-9 301 377 251 907 1836 
10-19 706 1233 1032 5212 8183 
20-29 1235 2165 1637 6043 11080 
30-39 504 579 302 1309 2694 
40-49 227 126 50 252 655 
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50-59 101 126 25 101 353 
60+ over 50 25 25 25 125 
TOTAL 3124 4631 3322 13849 24926 
 Source: Survey of Migration into the Bangkok metropolis- Office of the Prime 
Minister 1988 
 
 
Table 3: Number of female migrants into Bangkok between September 1986 and 
August 1988 by age and region of previous residence  
 NORTH NORTH N/EAST N/EAST TOTAL 
AGE URBAN RURAL URBAN RURAL  
0-9 252 403 327 1083 2065 
10-19 1082 3298 2820 16723 20923 
20-29 2191 2795 2215 8964 16165 
30-39 503 604 428 1334 2869 
40-49 252 101 151 353 857 
50-59 101 176 - - 277 
60+ over 151 25 50 50 276 
TOTAL 4532 7402 5991 25507 43432 
Source: Survey of Migration into the Bangkok metropolis - Office of the Prime 
Minister 1988 qtd. in Diehl 1996:13 
 
The figures show that the majority of migrants are women, and nearly half of them 
come from the North and North- East of Thailand.  
 
During 1985- 88, the majority of female migrants were in the 15-24 age group and 
were serving in the textile, garment, shoe, food processing, electronic equipment and 
tourism industries (Sittirak 1996:108). Often confronted low pay and little money to 
remit to their families, women then enter prostitution (Sattaporn 1975 qtd. in 
Boonchalaksi 1994:12). 
 
Table 4: Income Ranges of City Jobs Open to Women 
 

Occupation                             Baht per month 
____________________________________  
Housemaid   150-450 
Waitress   200-500 
Construction worker   200-500 
Factory employee   200-500 
Beauty salon   400-600 
Clerical   600-1000 
Services   800-1500 
 
(Phongpaichit 1982:7-8) 

 
As the table shows, the wage income for prostitutes is about 25 times as large as the 
median level expected in other incomes (Phongpaichit 1982:8). 
Indeed Phongpaichit (1982) explains; “Of special importance to understanding 
modern patterns of migration of rural women…is the economic responsibility 
imposed on them... Both women and men are expected to contribute to the 
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household’s productive activities, but it is the women who are expected to manage the 
finances of the family.” 
Most migrant girls claimed to send around one- third to one-half of their earnings 
back to their families, and the median amount was in the range of 1,000- 2,000 baht 
(Phongpaichit 1982:23-24). 
 
Therefore it is not enough to look solely at the economic incentives for a woman 
entering the sex industry, but it also needs to been seen in the context of gender 
relations in Thailand, which will be looked at in the next section. 
 
2.2 Gender aspects in Thailand 
 
2.2.1 Women’s role and social status  
Women comprise nearly half of the Thai population (44.79%) and the majo rity reside 
in rural areas (Masdit 1991:16). In villages in the North and North- East, families are 
structured around the female members and there is no strong boy preference 
(Phongpaichit 1982:2), highlighted by the table below. 
 
Table 5: Infant Mortality Rate in Thailand from 1987 to 1991 by Sex 
Sex 1987 1988 1989 1990 1991 
Female 9.3 8.1 7.3 6.9 7.2 
Male  11.9 10.4 9.6 9.2 9.2 
Total 10.6 9.3 8.5 8.0 8.3 
Source: Tantiwiramanond et al (1996) New Opportunities of New Inequalitites 
 
Family property is divided equally among sons and daughters, but the family home is 
given to the youngest daughter who is expected to look after her parents in old age 
(Phongpaichit 1982:2). Thus there is a deeply rooted cultural expectation of Thai 
daughters to contribute in any way that they can to the support of their parents.  
 
Women are highly involved in household economies, as decision-makers as well as 
income earners. In the rural sector women participate equally with men in the primary 
sector and outnumber men by almost 2 to 1 in trade. In the village there is a dividing 
line between ‘women’s work’ and ‘men’s work’ but it is flexible 
(Phongpaichit1982:3). 
 
However, although female autonomy in Thailand is comparatively higher than women 
in other developing countries, Thai women’s social status is subject to much debate.  
According to socio- economic indicators such as education and labour force 
participation, there is evidence that Thai women don’t suffer major disadvantage 
compared to men (Limasnonda 1992 qtd. in Boonchalaksi 1994). Compared to the 
past, the status of Thai women has improved, but despite proven abilities, there exists 
a stereotype that women are weak, indecisive, emotional, dependent, less productive 
than men, suited only for domestic work, and a woman’s beauty is considered to be 
her major asset (Masdit 1991:25). 
 
Indeed feminine ‘traditional’ values such as virtue, obedience and self- sacrifice are 
still taught through proverbs and parables (Diehl 1996:29). 
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Buddhism reinforces women’s low status further. 80% of Thai’s are active Theravada 
Buddhists, and its influence on thinking and behaving is still powerful today (Truong, 
1990). Although the primary teaching of Buddha transcends gender difference, the 
secondary teachings translated and passed on by Monks have portrayed women as 
second-class citizens (Thitsa 1990 qtd. in Diehl 1996:21). Being born a woman 
implies a lack of merit accumulated in the past (ibid, 21).  
 
Therefore according to Buddhist law, Thai women deserve to have fewer privileges 
than Thai men. Women see themselves as disadvantaged and less worthy than men. 
Thitsa (1990 qtd. in Diehl 1996:24), cites a former Prime Minister who gives his 
approval to the Ten Oaths taken by a women’s club, the first Oath being that, “ We 
women will always accept that men are superior to us.” 
 
In short, “The country held rigid views about women’s inferiority, granting them 
fewer legal and social rights than men. Thailand exalted males and reared females to 
deference”(Odzer 1994:18). 
 
2.2.2 Sexuality in Thailand 
Hantrakul (1983:4-5) writes that, “Thai society still very much flatters men for their 
promiscuity and polygamy…” Indeed Odzer (1994: 139) explains that Buddha neither 
condemned nor commends polygamy but did forbid sexual relationship with wives of 
other men. This teaching can be interpreted that as long as the women is not a wife of 
somebody, it is not a demerit to have a sexual relationship with her.  
 
Virginity before marriage is a most important value of a ‘decent’ woman in Thailand. 
Indeed socialization studies show that Thai parents train girls more strictly than boys 
in sex role behaviour ( Kilbourn& McDermid 1998:20). Therefore as Thai society 
forbids women to be sexual beings outside marriage, Thai men therefore can only 
have sex with prostitutes (Sittirak 1996:105). 
 
However there is evidence nowadays showing that significant proportions of young 
people are engaging in pre-marital sex. (Soonthorndhada 1996 qtd in Ransom 
1997:21). In my questionnaire from Sarawute Chantraprasert he commented, 
“Increasingly [sex] is viewed as something natural and not a taboo that shouldn’t be 
discussed in public. Pre- marital sex is quite common now.” 
 
Traditional femininity is also being challenged due to increased exposure to media 
portraying images of the ‘modern’ woman, in the mould of the Western woman. 
Increasing mobility through migration enables women to break from tradition and 
become ‘modern’. The pull of city and modern life- may explain willingness of many 
women to enter sex work. Rattanawannatip (1988) reports that in the North: 
 

“Seeing women who became prostitutes in other parts of 
the country wearing expensive clothes and accessories when 
they visit their homes, many of the young girls in the village  
acquire a common dream to make prostitution a ‘career.’ 
Some young school girls shocked their teachers with their 
remarks… One girl’s compliment to her teacher who dressed 
beautifully was: ‘You look as pretty as a whore today’.” (qtd. 
in Odzer 1994:147). 
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Summary 
The phenomenon of commercial sexual work is a highly complex web of root causes, 
historical developments, motivating factors, players and results (Kane 1998:2). 
 
Thus there are combinations of influences determining the entry of a woman into the 
sex industry. These include socio-economic issues pertaining to individual Thai sex 
workers, alongside macro- level forces. 
 
Poverty is an often-cited cause of prostitution, but shouldn’t be linked too 
simplistically. Although money needed for maintaining the basic needs of the poor 
may be the primary reason for engaging in prostitution, money is not the only gain.  
Also important is what money represents and buys; adventure, independence, security, 
opportunity, power, respect from their families, and glamour (Odzer 1994:225).  
 
Indeed increasing numbers of women are turning to prostitution to earn money for the 
acquisition of luxury consumer goods, whether by choice or through forced 
prostitution. 
 
These issues are set in the context of gender relations in Thailand where there is a 
prevalence of the ideology reinforcing male supremacy and the subordination of 
women (Skrobanek 1990:10). At the same time rural women are expected to support 
their families and the relatively tolerant attitude towards prostitution in Thai society 
leads many rural migrants to enter the  sex industry. 
 
These push factors may explain the supply of sex workers in the sex industry in 
Thailand, but equally pertinent in the explanation is demand which will be looked at 
in the next chapter. 
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CHAPTER 3 - Who Wants to Sleep with a Prostitute? The Demand 

Side of the Equation. 
 

3.1 Military - R&R in Thailand 
As stated earlier, the presence of foreign military personnel in Asia during recent wars 
(particularly the Vietnam War) has been significant to the growth of Thailand’s 
commercial sex industry. American military were often sent to Thailand on R&R 
(Rest & Recreation) following a treaty signed between the US and Thailand (Truong 
1990:161).  
 
In 1966 alone, up to 33,000 GI’s came to Thailand and the figure increased to 70,000 
a year during 1968-9 (Hantrakul 1988 qtd. in Sittirak 1996:88). It was estimated that 
these short- term visitors spent about 400,000 million baht (US $16 million) 
(Phongpaichit 1982 qtd in Sittirak 1996:88). Thus coastal towns such as Pattaya 
developed a visible sex industry with the expansion of bars, restaurants, hotels and 
nightclubs (Boonchalaksi 1994:46), and increased the demand for prostitutes. 
 
3.2 The Sex Tourist 
With the end of the wars, the service industry expanded by the growth of tourism. The 
World Bank’s recommenda tions to Thailand in 1975 included more investment in 
infrastructure, such as the development of provincial resorts. In the same year a 
National Plan on Tourism Development was commissioned by the government. 
(Truong 1990:161). Thus tour operators soon began exploiting the existing 
infrastructure of bars, discos and massage parlours by organising the ‘sex tour’ 
(Altink 1995:19).  
 
Tourists visiting Thailand rose from 212,000 in 1964 to 2,800,000 in 1986 (Ritcher 
qtd. in Sittirak 1996:89). 
 
Table 6: Male and Female international tourist arrivals in percentages (1977-86) 
Year Male Female 
1977 66.02 33.98 
1978 66.76 33.24 
1979 69.21 30.39 
1980 71.13 28.87 
1981 70.34 29.66 
1982 70.51 29.49 
1983 70.21 29.79 
1984 71.32 28.68 
1985 71.66 28.34 
1986 73.19 26.81 
Source: Tourism Authority of Thailand in Truong 1990 
 
Not only did the number of tourists increase, but also as the table shows, there has 
been a marked in-balance in the ratio of males and females with the largest number of 
men being Japanese, German and Australian (Rhodes qtd. in Sittirak 1996:89). 
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Odzer (1994:28) comments,  
“Unlike in the West where no one would admit to frequenting prostitutes, in 
Thailand farangs [foreigners] adopted the vision of the country as a 
playground for man’s sexual adventure. They also became knights in shining 
armour who supported not only the prostitutes, but also the girl’s family, and 
sometimes, entire villages.” 

 
One sex tourist remarked, 

“I’m forty- eight, I’m balding, I’m not as trim as I was. Would a charming, 
beautiful, young woman want me in England? No. I’d have to accept a big, fat, 
ugly woman. That’s all I can get” (Davidson &Taylor 1994:11). 

 
The economic benefits of ‘sex tourism’ have been substantial. The amount of income 
through tourism increased from 31.8 billion baht in 1985 to 110 billion baht in 1991, 
and this amount reached approximately 5 per cent of GDP (TDRI qtd. in 
Boonchalaksi 1994:14). In a panel on Third World Tourism, Dr.Yupha stated that it 
was the prostitutes “who attract most of the tourists, and the money earned 
subsequently is to their (the prostitutes’) credit. They have saved our economy from 
bankruptcy, really” (Thai Development Newsletter 1986 in Odzer 1994:23). 
 
However nowadays, there has been a crack- down on sex tourism by the lobbying of 
NGO’s and campaign groups such as ECPAT (End Child Prostitution, Pornography, 
Trafficking). Since 1990 they have succeeded in bringing about law reform, better 
implementation of the laws and a number of well- publicised convictions. 
 
3.3. Local Demand- Thai Men 

 
“ I tell you Thai proverb. A woman must have two eye open when she fall in love. 

After she marry, she must close one eye because men are butterfly.” 
( Odzer 1994:50) 

 
The tourist trade however, is less of a factor in the sex industry than local demand 
(Asia Watch 1993:16). Barry (1995:145) states 86% Thai prostitution is local, not 
foreign.  For Thai men visiting a sex worker “…is as acceptable as any other common 
activity, such as going to a party, seeing a movie or playing sports.”  (Hantrakul 1988 
qtd. in Sittirak 1996:105). 
 
In their research, Maticka - Tyndale et al (qtd. in Ramsom 1997:27,28) studied the 
extent to which Thai men frequent sex workers. Out of their sample, 43% of the 189 
single men and 50% of the married men had slept with a sex worker. The percentage 
of each group having first slept with a sex worker was 70%. 
 
Although the use of prostitutes by Thai men is not socially acceptable, it remains a 
significant element of the sexual culture. Thai men justify sex with prostitutes as way 
of protecting the virtue of ‘good’ women.  
 

“…culturally Thai society still very much flatters men for their promiscuity 
and polygamy. …While a woman is seriously condemned for allowing more 
than one man to gain access to her body, a man is, ironically, praised for being 
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able to, on whatever basis- love, money or even force- have sexual relations 
with as many women as he wishes ( Hantrakul 1988 qtd. in Sittirak 1996:105). 

 
Sarawute commented to me that visiting a prostitute used to be nothing uncom mon in 
Thailand, although it isn’t as acceptable anymore. 
 
Summary 
An important aspect of the growth of Thailand’s sex industry has been the increase in 
demand for sex workers from foreign and local clients. 
 
After exploring the supply and demand factors that contribute to a woman’s entry into 
the sex industry, Part 2 of this report will discuss three policy responses by three 
different NGO’s working with sex workers in Thailand. 



 22 
 

 

 
CHAPTER 4- NGO Policy Responses 

 
Introduction 
 

“…[There is] tension inherent in Thai policy between abhorring and prohibiting 
prostitution at the same time as promoting and profiting from tourism…Many 

observers despairing that the Thai government will meet its international obligations 
have advocated greater roles for NGO’s.” (Asia Watch1993:27,8). 

 
In light of the complexity of factors leading to the engagement of a woman in the sex 
industry, the three NGO’s that I have based my study on show a variety of approaches 
adopted to address the issue of sex work in Thailand.  
 
4.1 Rahab Ministries- Bangkok 
 
Established:  
Rahab began in Bangkok in April 1989 and moved to a beauty salon in Patpong in 
1993. It is co-ordinated by New Zealander Patricia Green who works for a Christian 
mission organisation. 
Targets:  
The project is based in Patpong in the tourist red- light of Bangkok and targets the 
4,000 sex workers working there.  
Aims and objectives: 
Rahab aims to provide  practical help and emotional support to sex workers as well as 
providing opportunities for education, vocational training, and alternative 
employment. 
Project description: 
The project is based in the Rahab Beauty Shop in Patpong and centres around free 
hairdressing and make-up as a means of encouraging sex workers into the centre for 
friendship, support and practical help. Weekly, RAHAB staff visit sex workers in the 
bars offering them friendship, and inviting them to the salon as well as giving out 
condoms and AIDS information. Around twenty sex workers per day come to Rahab 
to get ready for work in the evening, and the salon is used for counselling and 
teaching on safe sex, STDs and AIDS, child care and budgeting.  
 
For women wishing to leave prostitution, a sponsorship programme is offered which 
aims to provide women with an alternative to prostitution. Each woman who joins the 
programme chooses how she wants to study and train. Many of the women haven’t 
finished their mandatory education, so many opt to do this. Alternatively hairdressing 
training is offered as well as sewing, clerical skills and typing. The women get linked 
to a family, individual or church who sends a set amount of money every month 
which pays for school fees, incidental costs, equipment, accommodation, food and a 
little bit each month to send back to their families or for capital for use when they 
have finished training. Alternatively women wishing to leave sex work are helped to 
find other employment.  
 
Another feature of the sponsorship programme is the greetings cards project, which is 
also based in the salon. The aim is to give women something to do and money to earn 
while they are at night school, as well as being promotional for Rahab. Eight or nine 
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women work in the workshop during the day and they earn money per packet of card 
that they make, around 700 baht per week (around £12). 
 
The cards are sold internationally as well as at ex- pat groups in Thailand such as the 
American Women’s group. Rahab workers take in cards and explain what the salon 
does in terms of beauty treatments as the salon is also open to customers during the 
day. They get about six customers per day.  
 
Rahab also owns a house where women can be accommodated, particularly women on 
the sponsorship programme. At present RAHAB are planning to expand their work to 
Pattaya and outreach in Surrisan which is a Thai red- light district in Thailand. 
 
Funding: 
Rahab is completely funded by sponsorship and receives no government funding. A 
small amount of funding is also generated through the hair salon. 
 
Life Histories: 
(See Appendix 1). 
 
 
 
4.2 New Life Centre (NLC), Chiang Mai 
Established: 
The first residence was opened in1987 in Chiang Mai. Since then, two other houses 
have been established in Chiang Mai, and one in Chiang Rai. American director, 
Lauran Bethell, oversees the NLC. 
Targets: 
Tribal women from 11-30 years old who are either ex- sex workers who had been 
rescued from brothels, or ‘at- risk cases’ who are women at risk of being tricked or 
sold into prostitution. Risk factors include; opium addicted parents, no parents, and 
living in areas where tribal leaders are heavily engaged in selling girls.  
The selling of daughters to brothels is common practice within the hill tribes, 
particularly among the Lahu and Akha people groups (see Appendix 2).  
 
Aims and objectives: 
The NLC aims to provide shelter to young tribal women so that they c an attend night 
school and gain vocational training in sewing and handicrafts, as well as knowledge in 
nutrition, marketing and cooking, hygiene and health care. The NLC aims to provide a 
wholesome Christian atmosphere with emphasis on the worth and dignit y of the 
individual and give women a sense of the possibilities of their lives.  
 
Project description: 
The NLC is based around a residential centre where there is staffing in each of the 
houses; a housemother, house sister and handicrafts instructor. Residents are divided 
into different teams to do cooking, cleaning, washing dishes etc. 
The residents all attend Thai government adult education classes at night. Most 
residents stay at NLC until they have reached Grade 9, but they can go as far as Grade 
10. They are also tutored in maths, Thai, English, and reading and writing in their own 
tribal languages. 
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During the day they have opportunity to learn handicraft skills including sewing and 
pattern drafting, embroidery, weaving and other traditional arts. The sale of the New 
Life Centre dolls, which are dressed in authentic miniature tribal clothing, provides 
significant financial help for the women while they are living at the centre. The 
women earn 100 baht per doll and the clothes range from 120-300 baht. Dolls are then 
sold through Thai Tribal Crafts and other outlets. 
 
The NLC also offers scholarships for another 90 girls who aren’t residents, but study 
in their villages where education is available. This is aimed at girls of any age from 1st 
Grade onwards. 
 
In the near future a new director is to be appointed who has a vision for developing 
more vocational skills at the NLC and a restaurant or day care centre, which would 
provide employment opportunities for the women.  
 
Funding: 
NLC is a project of the Christian Service Foundation, and is funded in part by Thai 
Tribal Crafts. Additional funding comes from private donors, local and international 
groups as well as churches and individuals. The doll project pays for the scholarship 
of girls in villages and the director fundraises for women in the centres. 
 
Life Histories: 
(See Appendix 3 ). 
 
4.3 EMPOWER, Chiang Mai (Education Means Protection Of Women Engaged in 
Recreation) 
Established:  
The first centre was established in Bangkok in 1986 and in 1992 Empower -Chiang 
Mai was planted.  
 
Targets: 
Empower is a Thai grassroots organisation which offers support, assistance, and 
access to education for women working in the entertainment industry as sex workers 
in Bangkok and Chiang Mai. 
 
Aims and objectives: 
The basic philosophy and objective is to empower women working in the sex industry 
in Thailand, to encourage self worth instead of condemnation, thus, giving women the 
right to choose how they want to live. EMPOWER try to fight for sex workers rights 
by providing education. 
 
Funding: 
EMPOWER receive 1/3 of their funding from the Thai government (Public Welfare 
Communicatable Disease Department). The Social welfare Department also give them 
money to teach women sewing etc.  The rest is from other from foreign funders suc h 
as Christian Aid, Ford Foundation, and the Canada Fund. Other NGO’s contribute by 
send volunteers to teach English such as VSO in Canada and the US.  
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Project description: 
EMPOWER has been established to respond to the particular issues facing sex 
workers in Thailand. These surround their working conditions and health issues such 
as how to read and write in order to understand their salary, as well as understanding 
about STD’s and women’s health problems and addressing the social condemnation 
that they receive. 
 
Therefore the centres in Bangkok and Chiang Mai are based around addressing these 
issues. EMPOWER Bangkok works with Patpong sex workers and expanded to a new 
centre in Chiang Mai seven years ago.  
 
At EMPOWER- Chiang Mai, seven full time staff wor k at the centre which is open 
Monday to Friday, from 10am to 5-6pm. Weekly EMPOWER staff visit beer bars and 
brothels to distribute pills, condoms, and invite sex workers to come and learn at 
Empower. Each day around twenty women come to the centre where they are offered 
computer classes, English language, Thai literacy, non-formal education, sewing and 
typing. Once a week they set up workshops to deal with a particular issue such as 
painting, health issues or non- formal education. EMPOWER also emphasises life 
skills such as how to use the library, contact office and counselling aimed to help 
women to solve their problems. 
 
They also have an emergency room where women can stay for two weeks, and a 
clinic with a registered nurse to help these women in need of check ups and medical 
counselling. 
 
The next chapter shall analyse and discuss these findings from my research. 
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Chapter 5– Analysis and Discussion 
 

Introduction  
Following the presentation of my data in Chapter 4, I will now analyse a nd discuss 
issues highlighted by the research and critically appraise the policy responses, ending 
the section with future recommendations. 
 
5.1 Issues Highlighted by the Research 
 
5.1.1 Agency Vs Forced Prostitution- Justification of NGO’s 
There is a deba te in feminism surrounding sex work, centred on the agency of 
prostitutes. 
 
One view sees women as being controlled or compelled by their social environments. 
Their involvement in the sex industry is more a consequence of their gender, age, 
social class and education than by the choices they have made.  

“Can women choose to do prostitution? As much as they can choose any other 
context of sexual objectification and dehumanisation of the self. Agreeing to 
go with a customer, taking his money, and agreeing to and performing specific 
acts appear to be choices…In this sense, to choose simply means to act…And 
so women become engaged in establishing the terms of their own 
commodification”(Barry 1995:33). 

 
It is argued that women were economically compelled, lured by false claims, or duped 
into prostitution. Prostitution is viewed as little more than rape, and therefore 
prostitution is ruinous to women (Barry 1979:46).  
 
The other view is that Thai culture is ruinous to women, and applauds the sex industry 
for at least offering them the opportunity to escape their historic role of powerlessness 
(Odzer 1994:22). The activists of this view argue that sex workers consent to 
prostitution and have the power within the sexual encounter as they negotiate the 
service and the fee. This view emphasises agency and defines sex workers as agents 
because they have alternate courses of action and make conscious choices among an 
available set of alternatives (Hays 1994 qtd in Dank& Refinetti 1999:126).   
 
In the context of Thailand however, Ozder (1994:273) makes a poignant observation;  

“Prostitution is never an ideal profession. But give the male - female situation 
in Thailand… prostitute women did gain more power, independence, and 
chances of a better life…I realised though that the prostitutes themselves 
didn’t necessarily agree… Their breaking from traditional behaviour helped 
the cause of women in general but not the specific women who had to deal 
with society’s condemnation of them…Promiscuity marked them as ruined, 
spoiled, or just plain bad.” 

 
Therefore in light of this, it is vital that NGO’s provide support and alternatives for 
women working in the sex industry in Thailand. 
 
5.1.2 Motivation of Projects- Moral Crusading? 
Based on the  discussion above, it is important to question the motives of the projects 
that I have based my research upon. 
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Rahab and the NLC are overtly Christian- motivated projects. In my interviews with 
staff I asked them if their projects were based on a moral reaction to prostitution. 
Sarah Cooke at Rahab stated, “We don’t think that the women are doing the best thing 
in the world- but we aren’t here to tell them that they are doing the right or wrong 
thing- we’re here to say that there is an alternative.” Rahab emphasises a holistic 
ministry, stating that they aren’t just interested in souls, but they are interested in the 
whole of life.  
 
Both NGO’s claimed that they don’t discriminate against other religions, nor is it 
necessary to be a Christian to participate in the projects. Marcia Dickerson at the NLC 
stated, “If all their friends are Christians, they [girls] will no doubt feel under 
pressure. But it is their decision. It isn’t expected.” 
 
Considering that some of the objectives of Rahab and NLC are overtly Christian, in 
practice no discrimination seems to occur, nor does it affect their legitimacy. 
 
In contrast, a strong feature of Empower is that it is run by staff who are ex-sex 
workers, for other sex workers. Their motivation is to want to help women know their 
rights while working in the industry. Nong the non- formal education co-ordinator 
stated that, “they [sex workers] are the ones who know best what issues face sex 
workers.” Pay, the co-ordinator of EMPOWER- Chiang Mai used to be a hostess in a 
beer bar. Nong says, “[Pay] shows women that they can be different.”   
 
 
 
5.1.3 Education- is it the answer?  
All three projects place a strong emphasis on education. At EMPOWER education is 
seen as a tool to protect the rights of the sex workers to prevent exploitation by their 
employers. At Rahab and the NLC, education is seen as a means of increasing choices 
open to the women. While living at the NLC I noticed that education not only  
increased employment opportunities, but women’s status as well. Many of the girls 
come through the programme with high ambitions. “ I would like to be a doctor,” 
Paulay told me. Marcia Dickerson said that the main motivation for girls wanting to 
come to the NLC is the desire to “know.” Education does increase the esteem of 
woman and empowerment to make decisions over their lives. (See Appendix 6). 
 
However it strikes me that the use of providing education alone without credible 
employment opportunities is limited. In each of the centres, there is a lack of 
provision of future employment possibilities, other than advising the women.  
  
5.1.4 Vocational Training 
Each of the NGO’s also place significant importance on the training of vocational 
skills. In particular Rahab and the NLC offer skills as an alternative to sex work. 
Although training is given in hairdressing, and typing/ IT skills are being developed at 
Rahab for the future, the main focus of vocational training is in handicrafts (dolls at 
the NLC and dress making, greetings cards and sewing at Rahab). 
 
The shortcoming of this focus is the amount of money earned compared to sex work. 
Sarah Cooke at Rahab remarked, “When women leave prostitution, it’s because they 
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want to, despite the money…they have come to the stage where need to find their self 
worth and the money no longer suffices.” Sarah stated that the greetings card project 
is an immediate means of women making money and using their time after leaving 
sex work, but it is a transient workforce and not a lot of capital in it. Indeed Rosen 
(1982 qtd. in Odzer 1994:275) says prostitution, as described by the women 
themselves, is easier and more lucrative than other jobs available to them. 
 
Furthermore Marcia Dickerson at the NLC commented that focussing solely on 
handicrafts excludes women who don’t like it, as it is the only way of earning money.   
 
Therefore are the projects providing women with viable alternatives to sex work?  
From my study at Rahab and NLC, though the numbers of women they deal with are 
few, they do seem to be meeting their aims. In a recent survey done by the NLC, of 
the 200 ex-residents in the study, none were working as sex workers but instead were 
teachers in villages, raising families, church leaders, working in restaurants or 
factories, and studying at college and university. 
 
Furthermore the 5 women who undertook the Rahab sponsorship programme last year 
are now working in a beauty salon in a hotel, another owns dress making service, 
another works in a beauty salon in Pattaya and yet another is making chicken and 
selling it on street with mum. 
 
However the following table shows the future plans of 1,020 masseuses in Muangman 
and Nanta’s study (1980:68 qtd. in Phongpaichit 1982) and highlights the importance 
of small business enterprises. 
 
FUTURE PLANS OF  (PROSTITTUTES WORKING AS) MASSEUSES 
ITEM    NUMBER   PERCENT 
 
Small business  416    40.78 
Tailor making   159    15.59 
Agriculture   120    11.76 
Service shop   1    0.10 
Farm    10    0.98 
Housewife   20    1.96 
Go home   30    2.94 
Gov. officer    7    0.69 
Don’t know   104    10.20 
Others    33    3.24 
No response   47 
 
TOTAL   1,020    100.00 
 
Therefore although handicrafts are good in the short run greater focus needs to be 
given in all three projects on providing long-term alternatives for women. Rahab is 
looking at expanding cottage industries, in the future and the NLC is investigating 
setting up a restaurant or day care centre.   
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5.1.5 Are the Prostitutes Reliant on Welfare?  
Another key feature of all three projects is that each offers residential care for women 
for varying amounts of time. Furthermore the NLC clothes, houses, feeds, educates 
and provides medical care for each resident. Although the women are asked to 
contribute 500 baht (around £9) per semester, many don’t. This is an issue being 
currently discussed at the NLC. Marcia remarked that,  

“We are trying to help the girls realise that they should be trying to help 
themselves and not be with their hands out all the time. Girls often save what 
money they have for a taxi ride to school while we provide shampoo, talc etc. 
If a girl doesn’t pay the 500 baht, we let it go but we see the danger that the 
girls fall into the attitude that everything is free. We try to challenge them 
about this and help them see that when they leave the NLC it’s no free ride. 
We should be harsher and get girls to come up with more of their own 
money.” 

 
In contrast, residence at Rahab isn’t completely free except for women on the 
sponsorship programme. However their policy is that they don’t turn girls away if 
they don’t have any money.  
 
5.1.6 Visibility and Credibility in the Community 
Due to the sensitive nature of sex work, each project has limitations in this area. 
Rahab and EMPOWER both visit sex workers in bars, although they admit that there 
are bars which they aren’t allowed entry into. For Rahab, there is a large part of the 
Patpong community that they don’t have contact with at all. Word of the salon is 
heavily reliant on being spread amongst the girls themselves. Nong at EMPOWER 
told me, “ We try to overcome this problem by trying to gain bar owners trust by 
telling them that it would be good for them if the girls can talk to customers.” 
 
EMPOWER and NLC also have problems when working with hill tribes women who 
often don’t have the compulsory Thai Identity Card. Therefore neither NGO wants to 
advertise themselves in the wider community in order to avoid problems with the 
police. EMPOWER rely on word of mouth and as the NLC doesn’t make bar visits, 
word of the centre is dependent on village visits during school breaks where teams go 
and talk about the NLC as well as AIDS and health issues using song and dance, and 
flip charts.  
 
Thus in terms of numbers, each project has remained relatively small in scale despite 
each project planting to new areas. The NLC presently has 200 residents and both 
Rahab and EMPOWER don’t know how many hundreds of women they have come 
into contact with overall. However EMPOWER Chiang Mai has 20 women use the 
day centre each day, and RAHAB had 5 women on the sponsorship programme last 
year. The amount of influence that the projects can have is mainly limited to word of 
mouth. However each project stressed that the aim isn’t about numbers, but the 
importance of the individual.   
 
5.1.7 Institutionalisation  
Although I have mentioned above that the projects are all fairly small in scale and 
scope, there is always a danger in projects of institutionalisation. Indeed the NLC 
admitted that one of its shortcomings was overcrowding and therefore not all of the 
residents were getting heard or needs being met. Marcia at the NLC stated that, “some 
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[residents] feel they can come and talk, others are more intimidated. It doesn’t happen 
as much as it needs to happen.” She identified an improvement for the future as, 
“[there] being more contact with the girls. Someone who sees beyond the daily stuff 
that goes on, who knows the girls.”  
 
Sarah Cooke said that women, “…communicate their needs to the Thai leadership 
team. The majority of needs are psychological or practical. We are very open about 
needs and we have to be realistic about how we can help”. 
 
 
5.1.8 Follow- up Care  
One striking finding of my research was the limited amount of follow up care of 
women in the projects. At the NLC, Waraporn stated that they see girls when they 
visit, or at church. I was surprised when I revisited the NLC in July how vague staff 
workers were concerning the where - abouts of various residents who I had previously 
known. At EMPOWER they also stated that some women come and then they don’t 
see them for a while. However Nong stated, “Some women disappear and then come 
back. We don’t count women in and out like a register.” 
 
5.1.9 Participation & Decision Making - Who Makes the Rules? 
A particularly striking feature of Rahab, and particularly NLC is the top down 
approach to decision-making that occurs. At the NLC they have administrators (Co-
ordinator, Social Worker, Director, Chaplain), who meet together once a month to 
make decisions. Marcia stated, “We lay down the rules. But we are flexible. We tend 
to be very easy- go to the nth degree and then more.”  
 
Marcia stated that in terms of residents having decision making power,  

“…[it’s] probably not very much. In terms of studies and what they will take 
they do. They can make decisions for their own lives. Day to day they choose 
to play sports and what to do in free time. But in terms of rules, and how 
things are  set up- we can’t be that flexible. The leadership team makes the 
bulk of decisions as we want it to run smoothly.” 

 
At Rahab the director along with a leadership team of three Thai Staff ultimately 
make the decisions. 
 
However at EMPOWER Nong stressed tha t the main point was, “if they [women] try 
to help themselves, by themselves, they achieve a target goal. EMPOWER focuses on 
a bottom- up approach.   
 
6.2 Options for the Future  
 
Having analysed the three cases studies, the options for the future that I have 
identified are as follows: 
v Change handicraft projects with consumer demand. Employ a designer to 

design products aimed at wealthy Thais and tourists. Also employ a business 
consultant to make the handicraft section financially viable. 

v Focus on new areas of vocational training that provide jobs with status e.g IT, 
secretarial work, catering.  
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v Link projects directly to an income generating project for example a café. 
Although Rahab is using the salon, they need to find ways of getting more 
business, maybe through advertising in local newspapers or in tourist hostels. 

v Focus on a longer -term plan e.g 20 years, as well as detailed 5 year plans with 
attainable objectives. 

v Greater attention is needed in the follow up of women once they have left the 
project. 

v Cut back on welfare or insist on payment of a nominal amount. 
v Expand awareness for Rahab and EMPOWER among prostitutes. 

 
 
Summary 
 
The strategies that have been adopted by the three NGO’s to address the prostitution 
problem in Thailand have focussed on legal, social and economic elements, as well as 
the short term and long term. Sex work has been seen as a different type of problem to 
different groups, a health problem, a moral problem, a human right’s problem. 
 
Each of the NGO’s involved in my study are to be  commended on their response. 
During my time at each centre, I was struck by the positive atmosphere and attention 
to the individual. The focus on education employed by each NGO is valid and 
important. However without future employment options for sex workers used to 
earning a lot of money, it isn’t a credible option. NGO’s working with sex workers in 
Thailand need to look to the future of setting up small businesses to provide a long 
term solution. 



 32 
 

 

 
Conclusion 

 
The sex industry in Thailand is the result of a complex set of inter-related changes 
related to economic development, gender relations, and tourism, which consistently 
create the demand for sex workers. 
 
The problem of prostitution in Thailand is multi- faceted and won’t be solved by mere 
legislation or by moralising. Indeed a solution of one factor will not lead to the 
prevention of women being forced into commercial sex work. 
 
In order to tackle the issue, strategic action is needed from both governments and 
NGO’s. NGO’s can’t and shouldn’t be expected to shoulder responsibilities that the 
Thai government has shirked (Asia Watch 1993:8). 

 
In particular, in the short-term, government will is required to maintain effective law 
enforcement and crackdown on sex tourism. However as Phongpaichit (1982:76) 
states, 

“The fact that the massage business has become an integral part of the Thai 
economy undermines any realistic possibility of short- term cures. The only 
real solution is a long-term one, and it lies in a massive change in the 
distribution of income between city and country, and in a fundamental shift in 
Thailand’s orientation to the international economy.”  

 
Furthermore, since commercial sex work in Thailand is directly related to the position 
of women in Thai society, law enforcement would not eradicate the occurrence of 
prostitution itself. As long as women lack the same rights as men, including rights to 
sexuality, commercial sex will continue.  
 
Therefore NGO’s have a vital role in providing both support and alternatives for Thai 
sex workers. As much prostitution results from sheer poverty and inability to find 
work to support themselves or their families, it is vital that NGO’s offer viable 
alternative occupations to women. At the same time, NGO’s need to address gender 
relations through gender aware education and seek to empower women to make 
choices and take control of their lives. 
 
Indeed in closing, it is important to remember, 

 
“Prostitution is always seen as the ultimate indignity, and one that they [sex 
workers] passively accept. They are viewed as weak, helpless and having no 
control over their lives. Yet Scott (1985) has shown that resistance is possible 
and does occur. What is seen as passivity by outsiders may be a form of 
protest. While direct confrontation is rarely in the interests of the weak and 
powerless, an unwilling compliance is not a sign that they have given up or 
that they passively accept what is happening. Rather it is an acceptance that 
their options are limited and their position weak, but even within those limits, 
they do not have to believe in what they have to do. They do not have to 
accept the dominant ideology that identifies them and stigmatises them as 
prostitutes when, in their own terms, they are dutiful and much loved family 
members” (Dank & Refinetti , 1999). 
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APPENDIX 
 
 
APPENDIX 1-RAHAB Stories 
 
Saow (17) and Noi (16) 
 
A woman near their  village brought them to Bangkok saying that she would get them 
a good job in a restaurant, but when they arrived they were shocked as it wasn’t a 
restaurant, but a place offering sexual services to foreigners. It is on the beach front in 
central Pattaya called ‘Best Friend No 14 Bar.’ There were six girls who came 
together. Three of whom had never slept with a man. After working for a month, 
RAHAB workers met and talked with Saow and Noi.  
11/3/98 Saow and Noi decided to leave the bar and come and live at Rahab. 
 
Saow and Noi have since accepted Jesus into their lives as their Saviour and are 
learning  daily about living the Christian life. They live with other Rahab girls in one 
of our houses. They attend High School at night to continue their study and work on 
the cards during the day to provide an income to support themselves and their family. 
Both were baptised on the 19.7.98 
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APPENDIX 2- 
This song was written by an extremely popular Lahu singer/songwriter. He was a 
long-time opium user, and died of a drug overdose. The Lahu say that whenever this 
song is performed, most of those listening cry because it comes so close to their own 
experience, or that of those they know. 
********************************************************************* 
 
 
We in the hills are very poor. 
We want to live comfortable lives, like others. 
We want to find good work. 
 
People who live in the city come to our villages to find people to go to work in the 
city 
Our young girls are very happy when they come w ith that news. 
The day that the girls leave to go to the city they are very happy.  
They think that they can find money and good work easily and live comfortably. 
Their parents believe the people from the city and give permission for their daughters 
to leave. 
Until today, the Lahu girls haven’t come home. 
 
Lahu girls went to the city a long time ago. 
We haven’t seen that they have sent money home. 
What are they doing? 
Our Lahu daughters have been sold. 
If they don’t agree to sell themselves, they are beaten. 
They can’t run away. 
Their bodies are in someone else’s hands. 
 
Source: New Life Centre, Chiang Mai 1996. 
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APPENDIX 3- LIFE HISTORIES, NLC 
 
Mii Le 
23 yrs. Old 
Akha 
 
Mii le has four siblings - three older brothers and one younger sister. Five other 
children in her family died.  
            Mii  Le  lived with her aunt in Pannai for one year and then went back to 

Burma to visit her family. She stayed there for one month until a man there 
said that she could go to Da Chi Lay to take care of children for 100 Baht per 
month. She wanted to make money to help her brother. This man had a friend 
who was a policeman in Chiang Rai. They got into the back of a Toyota 
Pickup and the men gave them medicine and covered the back up. There were 
4 girls all together. One of them had 1000 B to take with her to buy things. 
One of the men said that he would keep the money for her, but he never gave 
it back. They had to lay down and cover up in the back of the pick- up. When 
they got to CR, they switched vehicles and rode in a va n, under the back seats 
during the entire night’s journey to BKK. The two Chan girls disappeared. Mii 
Le and the Lahu girl wanted to use the bathroom and eat, but they were not 
allowed. When Mii Le cried, they yelled at her. 

 
Once the two girls arrived at the brothel, the owner wanted them to start 
working immediately, but she refused for two to three days. Then she had to 
start. The first customer said he paid 20,000 baht, but Mii Le received 5000. 
She bought a special “safe purse” to put the money in, but the Mae Liang 
(brothel owner) stole it when she was with a guest. She lost her virginity from 
12 to 1 pm and had to sleep with 5 more men that night. She hurt and lost a lot 
of blood. She told the Mae Liang that she hurt and did not want any more men. 
Still, the woman made her sleep with another man. Afterwards, the Mae Liang 
beat her because she cried. 
 
She bought her own lubricant. If the Mae Liang knew, she would beat her. She 
beat Mii Le many times. When she used lubricant the men did not like it and 
would report her to the owner, after which they would beat her. Mii Le 
generally slept with 5-6 men per day, between 3pm and 2am. The charge was 
180 baht per man. She tried to make the men use condoms but some of them 
refused. She had to pay for the condoms herself, 5 Baht a- piece. The owner 
bought birth control and gave it to the women everyday. Mii Le spent 8 ½ 
months in the hotel. The police raided the hotel and took the girls out. She told 
them that she wanted to go home, but they let the owner buy her out. They 
moved her to a Tea   House where she worked for 2 months. CDS came and 
moved eighty girls to Baknet. 
 
All except one girl were sent to Baknet. The girls were often hit. If one girl ran 
away, they would hit the others. The girls were told that there was an alligator 
in the river that would eat them if they tried to escape. Mii Le stayed at the 
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home for 9 months. She said that had the NLC staff not come, she would have 
drowned herself in the river. 
 
Mii Le arrived at the NLC in May of 1992, which is when she told Lauran her 
story. She said that she did not know what she wanted to do, that life had no 
meaning. She wanted to study, thinking thinking that if she learnt to read and 
write she could eventually get a good job. She spoke Burmese, Yai, Akha, 
Lahu and Thai well. She learnt Thai in the brothel at Baknet. Mii Le was 
HIV+ when she arrived at the centre. 
 
Mii Le studied at the NLC through October of 1994.  
 
Mii Le moved to the House of Love and died of AIDS in 1997 at the age  
of  23. 
 
 
 
 
Na-Tor 
 

           My family was very poor. My mom died when I was young. My father was 
addicted to opium. I wanted to have money so I could build a house for my 
father and me because he always fought with my sister-in-law. Someone came 
to my village and told me that he could help me find a good job in BKK. My 
friends and I left with him. That was in 1992. He took us to Pattanee province 
in Southern Thailand instead of Bangkok. I knew I wasn’t in BKK because I 
stayed in a tall building with water all around. I knew BKK was in central 
Thailand. Someone told us we would work there as prostitutes, that we would 
not have jobs in BKK. I felt so disappointed. I was very shy. We were locked 
in. We could not go outside. There was a large gate with many locks and there 
were many guards. I could not speak Thai so I did not want to try to run away. 
I prayed that someone would find me and help me. 
 
I lived in the brothel for 4 months. The owner never gave us money. Some of 
the men were terrible. I could not speak Thai or any other of the languages of 
the customers- most of them were farang and Japanese.  I followed every order 
of the brothel so he never hit me. I never saw anyone get hit. After 4 months, 
the police and the children’s foundation came to take me out and help me. The 
police sent me to the NLC where the people asked me if I wanted to go to 
school. I wanted to have an education but |I was worried about my father. He 
had no rice. I stayed at the centre for 2 months. After that I went to my house 
in the village. 
 
I went home and worked in the fields to help my father. I met a Lahu pastor 
who seemed like the perfect. I loved it that he played guitar and sang songs 
and talked about God. Usually a Lahu husband would move in with the wife’s 
family, but he was special as he was a pastor. I felt bad about leaving home, 
but I thought that I coyuld send money to my Father. My husband and I moved 
to Burma. We did not have a house, but moved from village to village because 
my husband was a pastor. I felt so frustrated with him because he preached 
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about god and then he took advantage of people. He would ask for money or 
people would loan him money  and then would run away in the middle of the 
night. He was not a good man. He lied all the time to scheme people out of 
money. Sometimes we slept in the forest many days. We had no rice. I would 
cry and cry and he would tell me to be quiet or he would kill me. I had a 
terrible rash. I felt like I couldn’t walk. He  said that if I could not walk he 
would kill me. Sometimes if we saw someone who had a field in the forest he 
would ask them for rice. They would welcome us and feed us and then my 
husband stole from them after they went to work. 
 
At the end of 1993 I became very sick. Too sick. My husband did not take 
good care of me. I think all of the  running and the lack of food made me sick. 
I know I had a fever. I wanted to go back to Thailand and live in my village. 
My husband and I walked in the forest for many days. He took me to Mae Sai 
and left me with 100 Baht. I had hope again because Mae Sai was not far from 
my village. I paid a man to drive me to my village. 
 
In the beginning of 1994 I was coughing, tired and so thin that I could see my 
bones. My father could not help me because he was very poor . He couldn’t 
work. He and my brother fought all the time because my brother did not want 
me there. He ha dno money for medicine and food. Many tourists passed 
through our village on trekking trips. My older brother built a small house not 
far from the main house and left me there during the day. They brought 
tourists to look at me. Some gave money to help me- 300-500 B. Some gave 
me candies or batteries for the flashlight. My brother didn’t use the money to 
help me. He spent it himself. He was an alcoholic and an opium addict. Many 
people in the village thought that I had AIDS because I was bad. They knew 
that I had been a prostitute because they didn’t hear from me after I left. They 
knew that women who disappeared became prostitutes. 
 
A priest from Amphur Fang came to preach in our village  and saw me.He took 
me to hospital in Amphur Fang. I learned then that I had AIDS. He said that I 
had tuberculosis. I felt so sad an terrified of AIDS. I wanted to die. I knew that 
I would never get well and live a long life. I knew that AIDS would kill me. 
After I took medicine, I breathed better. 
 
The priest sent me to the Catholic Centre in Bangkok. I stayed there for 2 
months. The centre referred me to a centre in Batoom Tani province. It was a 
place for people in the last stages of AIDS. It was very be autiful. I felt so 
happy there during those 4 months. But I saw my friends dying. I felt very 
afraid to die. I recovered quite well enough that I wanted to go home. A father 
came to take me back home to the village. I missed my father. I knew that no-
one was taking care of him. My brother and sister in law were afraid of me 
because they were afraid of AIDS. They separated all the dishes and would not 
eat with me. A man from my village, Ya cur, went to talk to the people at the 
health project and explained t hat the villagers would not accept me. 
 
In January of 1995 I came to the House of Love. The staff took me to the 
hospital to check my body. I had TB. They treated me until I improved. I 
started going to school at night. I worked as a maid for a farang family. I also 
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made dolls for the NLC. When the staff took me to check my blood again, 
they did a test to reconfirm that I was HIV+. 
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APPENDIX 5- 
Success Stories: Three girls who graduated from the school are now studying at 
college. Two Akha girls are studying for a diploma in commerce in Chiang Mai, 
while a Hmong girl will receive a Bcomm degree when she completes her three year 
course. 
Three of the first NLC intakes have recently graduated from the Phayao Bible school 
in northern Thailand, and they all have jobs to go on to. One is returning to the NLC 
as a staff member, another is working in Chiang Mai as a chaplain in a children’s 
home and the other is working in her home church. 
Other girls go on to the Vocational Training School to learn handicrafts, dressmaking 
and typing.  
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