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This publication comprises three papers commissioned by the
United Nations Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific
(ESCAP). They cover different aspects of the issues leading to and
associated with the commercial sexual exploitation and sexual abuse of
children in the Pacific.

Historical context
Asia is the first region where evidence of the commercial sexual

exploitation of children (CSEC) was brought to global attention in a strong
way and initial steps were taken as far back as 1990, when the network of
organizations and individuals End Child Prostitution and Trafficking
(ECPAT),1 was established as a three-year campaign focused on ending the
“commercial” aspect of the sexual exploitation of children. In the years
that followed, more attention was directed towards the global scope of the
problem and and the need to involve children in addressing it.

The World Programme of Action for Youth to the Year 2000 and
Beyond,2 adopted in 1995, called upon Governments to cooperate at the
international level and take effective steps, including specific preventive
measures, to protect children, adolescents and youth from all types of
exploitation and abuse. The following year (1996), the Government of
Sweden hosted the World Congress against Commercial Sexual Exploita-
tion of Children in Stockholm. The issue of CSEC, which at that time had
been largely unrecognized on a global level, attracted attention and mobi-
lized support from a broad range of stakeholders, including Governments,
non-governmental organizations (NGOs), youth, civil society groups, academ-
ics and law enforcement officials. The Congress, attended by 122 Govern-
ments, adopted the Stockholm Declaration and Agenda for Action,3 making
a commitment to protect children from commercial sexual exploitation.

PREFACE

1 It was later renamed as End Child Prostitution, Child Pornography and Trafficking
of Children for Sexual Purposes (ECPAT International).

2 General Assembly resolution 50/81, annex, adopted 14 December 1995.
3 A/51/385, annex.
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The Second World Congress on Commercial Sexual Exploitation of
Children was hosted by the Government of Japan and held in Yokohama
in 2001. The objectives of the Congress were to: review progress in the
implementation of the Agenda for Action adopted at the previous World
Congress and strengthen political commitment to its implementation; share
expertise and good practices; identify main problem areas and gaps in the
fight against CSEC; and strengthen follow-up to the Congresses.

There have also been regional-level preparations, initiatives and
follow-up events related to the global Congresses. For example, in 1996,
the Asia-Pacific Meeting on Human Resources Development for Youth
called upon the ESCAP secretariat to promote regional cooperation in
eliminating sexual exploitation and abuse of youth in the region. In its
resolution 53/4 of 30 April 1997 on the elimination of sexual abuse and
sexual exploitation of children and youth in the Asia-Pacific region, the
Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific recognized the
use of new communications technologies, including the Internet, in facilitat-
ing CSEC and raised the need for international and regional action on the
issue.

In 2001, ECPAT International, ESCAP and the United Nations
Children’s Fund (UNICEF), together with Save the Children and in
cooperation with the Government of Japan, organized the East Asia and
Pacific Regional Consultation for the Second World Congress in Bangkok.
Participants adopted the Regional Commitment and Action Plan of the
East Asia and Pacific Region against Commercial Sexual Exploitation of
Children. Government participants requested ECPAT International, ESCAP
and UNICEF to assist countries with the development of national plans of
action that could be used to monitor the implementation of the Stockholm
Agenda for Action. Pacific island countries were especially encouraged to
adopt the Agenda for Action. Fiji, Samoa and Vanuatu adopted the
Stockholm Declaration and Agenda in December 2001; the Cook Islands
in September 2003 and Papua New Guinea in May 2004.

In November 2004 in Bangkok, ESCAP, ECPAT and UNICEF
organized the Post-Yokohama Mid-term Review of the East Asia and the
Pacific Regional Commitment and Action Plan against Commercial Sexual
Exploitation of Children. The three organizations also worked together to
organize the East Asia and Pacific Regional Preparatory Meeting for the
World Congress III against Sexual Exploitation of Children and Adoles-
cents, held in Bangkok on 18 and 19 August 2008.
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Pacific regional response to CSEC
From 15 to 19 September 2003, ESCAP, ECPAT and UNICEF

organized a meeting in Nadi, Fiji entitled “Pacific Regional Workshop on
Combating Poverty and Commercial Sexual Exploitation of Children and
Youth” with a focus on assisting countries to incorporate the Convention
on the Rights of the Child obligations and Stockholm Commitments into
national action plans. The workshop participants also adopted the Pacific
Statement of Commitment, which highlighted Pacific countries’ awareness
of CSEC as an emerging issue.

One of the key recommendations of that workshop was to conduct
situational analyses in Pacific island countries and to share the findings
regionally, as many Pacific islands countries did not know the national or
regional situation of CSEC and requested assistance in this regard. In
response, a training workshop on CSEC and the closely linked issue of
child sexual abuse (CSA) was held in 2004 to enable countries to
undertake situational analysis research. Between 2004 and 2008, ECPAT,
ESCAP and UNICEF supported the development of situational analysis
research in a number of Pacific island countries. These included:

· Cook Islands: Funded by ESCAP and ECPAT-New Zealand; research
carried out by the Cook Islands Women’s Counselling Centre, Punanga
Tauturu Inc.

· Fiji: Funded by ESCAP; research by Save the Children, Fiji.

· Kiribati: Funded by UNICEF; research by Regional Rights Resource
Team.

· Papua New Guinea: Funded by ESCAP and UNICEF; research carried
out by HELP Resources, Inc.

· Samoa: Funded by UNICEF; research has been completed and a report
is in preparation at the time of writing.

· Solomon Islands: Funded by UNICEF; research by the Christian Care
Centre of the Church of Melanesia, Honiara with technical assistance
from Regional Rights Resource Team.

· Vanuatu: Funded by UNICEF; research by Wan Smol Bag Theatre
with technical assistance from Regional Rights Resource Team.

In December 2006, a regional synthesis report on CSEC, based on
the situational analysis reports that were completed by mid-2005, was
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launched in Fiji by the Pacific office of UNICEF and the Pacific Opera-
tions Centre of ESCAP, with the involvement of ECPAT. In May 2007,
Child Wise, Australia, in partnership with UNICEF, organized a workshop
in Papua New Guinea on a CSEC national action plan involving representa-
tives from various provinces of the country. However, the Government has
not adopted the plan and a non-governmental network continues to lobby
on the issue.

In 2007, the Christian Care Centre of Solomon Islands followed up
on its original CSEC situational analysis research by examining the issue
in logging camps in the country’s Makira Province. The outcome was a
report, entitled “Commercial Sexual Exploitation of Children in the
Solomon Islands: A Report Focusing on the Presence of the Logging
Industry in a Remote Region”, containing in-depth documentation of
situations of CSEC occurring in an isolated area when logging companies
begin their operations.

Why are CSEC and CSA issues of concern? Both CSEC and CSA
are forms of violence and violations of the human rights of children. The
Secretary-General’s In-depth Study on All Forms of Violence against Women
(2006) and the Secretary-General’s Study on Violence against Children
(2006) have drawn attention to the damage that various forms of violence
has on individuals, communities and nations. With the growth in tourism
and urbanization and the greater movement of people for migration and as a
result of human trafficking, increasing numbers of child and youth
populations present increased risk of exploitation and abuse. The rising
incidence of HIV and AIDS also presents additional risks and increases the
harmful effects of such sexual abuse and exploitation on children.

This publication provides an analysis of the cultural, political,
economic and social aspects of the commercial sexual exploitation and
sexual abuse of children and considers the root causes and consequences
of – as well as risk factors for – CSEC and CSA in the Pacific. It is
hoped that the papers presented on gender relations, social and economic
change, culture and traditions, and human rights will shed light on the
connections with CSEC and CSA in the Pacific islands countries studied.
The publication also is intended to raise awareness of the gender dimen-
sions documented in the situational analyses on CSEC and CSA in the
Pacific and to highlight the need to incorporate a gender – as well as
human rights – approach for an effective response to these issues in
national plans of action.
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The paper entitled “A Gender Analysis of the Commercial Sexual
Exploitation of Children and Child Sexual Abuse in the Pacific” was
written by Ana Laqertabua, of the United Nations Development Fund for
Women (UNIFEM). The paper entitled “Pacific Islands Societal Context of
Sexual Abuse and Exploitation of Children: social change and vulnerabil-
ity” was written by Vijay Naidu, Professor of Development Studies at the
University of the South Pacific (USP). The paper entitled “Traditional
Practices and Child Rights in the Pacific” was written by Sharon Bhagwan
Rolls of FemLINKPacific.
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INTRODUCTION

Amidst a rising incidence of poverty, changes in population struc-
ture and growth of urbanization, together with emerging social issues such
as transnational crime, Pacific island countries are facing a growing
problem of the commercial sexual exploitation of children (CSEC). In
2003, the United Nations Economic and Social Commission for Asia and
the Pacific (ESCAP), End Child Prostitution, Child Pornography and the
Trafficking of Children for Sexual Purposes (ECPAT International) and the
United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) hosted the Pacific Regional4
Workshop on Combating Poverty and Commercial Sexual Exploitation of
Children and Youth in Nadi, Fiji, which identified the need for the
systematic collection of data to provide a basis for addressing the issue. It
recommended that a situation analysis should be carried out in each
country. Seven countries (Cook Islands, Fiji, Kiribati, Papua New Guinea,
Samoa, Solomon Islands and Vanuatu) agreed to conduct national studies
on the incidence of CSEC and child sexual abuse (CSA). Child sexual
abuse was included in the studies as it was recognized as a widespread but
under-researched issue in the Pacific, which might be a contributing factor
to CSEC, and is also a key issue with regard to child rights and the
implementation of the Convention on the Rights of the Child.5

All of the countries – with the exception of Samoa, which was
nearing the completion of its national report at the time this review was
conducted (December 2007 to March 2008) – have since completed
country studies which provide an informative and disturbing overview of
CSEC and CSA in the region. These studies identified types of victims,
types of perpetrators, risk factors and institutional responses and conclude
with recommendations on possible interventions. In November 2007,

4 ESCAP, as a regional organization, normally refers to the Pacific as a “subre-
gion”; however, for the purposes of this paper, the word “region” is used.

5 United Nations, Treaty Series, vol. 1577, No. 27531.
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ECPAT International, ESCAP and Save the Children Fiji held a regional
workshop with key governmental and non-governmental stakeholders to
respond to the situational analysis reports and strengthen the capacity of
Pacific island Governments and key stakeholders to develop national plans
of action to address CSEC in the region.

This paper was commissioned by ESCAP to contribute towards
efforts to create a better understanding of the social, cultural and gender
dimensions of CSEC and CSA by further analysing the findings of the
situation analysis research and providing an overview of key gender issues
and the significance of gender relations in CSEC and CSA in the Pacific.
This gender analysis is based on a review of country reports from Cook
Islands, Fiji, Kiribati, Papua New Guinea, Solomon Islands and Vanuatu. It
comprises the following:

· an overview of key gender issues common to all of the studies;

· a brief summary of each issue and illustrative examples of specific
findings from selected country reports;

· exploration of the significance and impact of gender roles in CSEC
and CSA; and

· reference to Pacific traditions, cultures and beliefs and the connections
with CSEC incidence.

Occurrences of CSEC and CSA in the region were, until recently, a
taboo subject that was rarely discussed in public. However, there has been
increased awareness of children’s rights since the 1990s following the
signing by a number of Pacific countries of the Convention on the Rights
of the Child and increased media reporting on CSEC and CSA. It is hoped
that further analysis – as well as the identification of the complex ways in
which unequal gender relations manifest themselves in CSEC and CSA in
the Pacific – may result in interventions that also address the social,
cultural and economic environment which allows sexual exploitation to
develop and be perpetuated, particularly affecting women and girls.
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A.  Commercial sexual exploitation of children

Sexual exploiters can be defined as those who take unfair advantage
of some imbalance of power between themselves and a person under the
age of 18 in order to sexually use them for either personal pleasure or
gain.6 The commercial sexual exploitation of children, a fundamental
violation of children’s rights, entails sexual abuse by an adult with
remuneration in cash or kind to the child or a third person or persons.
“The child is treated as a sexual and commercial object. The commercial
sexual exploitation of children constitutes a form of coercion and violence
against children, and amounts to forced labour and a modern form of
slavery.”7

1.  Types of commercial sexual exploitation of children

The three primary forms of commercial sexual exploitation of
children are: child prostitution, child pornography and trafficking in chil-
dren for sexual purposes. Other forms include child sex tourism and child
marriage for the purposes of sexual abuse or sexual exploitation. As
identified by Davidson, it is possible to divide the commercial sex trade
(which includes prostitution, trafficking and pornography) into two key

CHAPTER I:
DEFINITIONS

6 Julia O’Connell Davidson, “The Sex Exploiter”, Theme paper for the Second
World Congress against Commercial Sexual Exploitation of Children, 17-20
December 2001,Yokohama, Japan. <http://www.csecworldcongress.org>. Accessed
on 1 October 2008.

7 ECPAT International, Questions and Answers about the Commercial Sexual Exploi-
tation of Children, 3rd ed. (Bangkok, 2006).
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sectors: formal and informal.8 In the formal sex industry, sex is sold as if
it were a commodity like any other, with a certain amount of money paid
in exchange for a specified sexual service. In the informal sector, there is
a loosely defined specification of exchange within which the victim is
expected to provide a range of services (perform sexual acts, pose for
pornographic photos, clean, cook, shop, flatter, converse or translate, to
name but a few) in exchange for a range of benefits (for example, gifts of
money or clothing, a place to live, help setting up a business, assistance
towards family members, school fees or transport to school).9

While the Pacific reports identified pockets of children involved in
formal arrangements of CSEC, numerous instances of informal arrange-
ments, whereby children carry out sexual favours in return for a range of
benefits, were notable in all of the countries. In Solomon Islands, young
girls were given lifts to school by taxi drivers in return for sexual
favours10, and in the Cook Islands, girls who were employed by a factory
manager were expected to have sexual relations with him in order to keep
their jobs.11 All of the Pacific CSEC reports identified those who were
most at risk of involvement in CSEC as children from economically
disadvantaged families, children who live in violent households and chil-
dren who suffer parental neglect.

B. Child sexual abuse

Child sexual abuse (CSA) is defined as:

“…contacts or interactions between a child and an older or
more knowledgeable child or adult, such as a stranger,
sibling or parent, where the child is used as an object of
gratification for the abuser’s sexual needs. These actions are

8 Julia O’Connell Davidson, “The Sex Exploiter”, Theme paper for the Second
World Congress against Commercial Sexual Exploitation of Children, Yokohama,
Japan, 17-20 December 2001.

9 Ibid.
10 “Situation Analysis of the Commercial Exploitation of Children and Child Sexual

Abuse in the Solomon Islands”, 2004.
11 ECPAT International and ESCAP, “Commercial Sexual Exploitation of Children

and Child Sexual Abuse in the Cook Islands: An Overview Report”, 2007, p. 32.
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carried out using force, threats, bribes, trickery or pressure.
Sexual abuse activities do not necessarily involve bodily
contact between abuser and child. Abusive activities could
include exhibitionism or voyeurism, whereby an adult may
watch children undress or encourage or force children to
engage in sexual activities with one another, while the abuser
observes or films such activities”.12

1.  Types of child sexual abuse

Child sexual abuse includes rape, incest, molestation, domestic
sexual and physical abuse, sodomy, paedophilia and witnessing third party
involvement. From the global research that has been done, the following
linkages can be made between CSA and CSEC:

· children who have been victims of CSA often become involved in
CSEC, especially in prostitution, as a means of survival;

· males and family members are the main perpetrators and/or facilitators
of CSEC and CSA; and

· CSA and CSEC occur in both rural and urban areas – there is no
indication of prevalence in one area over the other.

The studies in the Pacific identified a number of victims of child
sexual abuse moving into forms of CSEC, such as prostitution, as a means
of procuring such things as food and shelter to meet their basic needs for
survival.

Chapter I:  Definitions

12 ECPAT International, Questions and Answers about the Commercial Sexual
Exploitation of Children, 3rd ed. (Bangkok, 2006), p. 17.
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A.  Attitudes towards children and discipline

Children in the Pacific grow up in complex, evolving societies that
are continuously grappling with traditional and modern influences. These
influences can be recognized in ways in which children are treated in
families, communities, schools and institutions. An example of the tension
between new and traditional social norms is reflected in how children are
disciplined and admonished in their daily lives. While all countries in the
Pacific have ratified the Convention on the Rights of the Child, accepting
and acknowledging that children have rights that need to be respected, the
everyday practice of violent punishment, mockery and public humiliation
of children stems from traditional notions of discipline which still are very
strong in Pacific island societies and cultures.

For example, in Cook Islands, physical punishment is widely prac-
ticed and culturally acceptable within most families as a means of disciplin-
ing children,13 and in Vanuatu, corporal punishment is viewed by many as
part of a personal development process in which the authority of parents is
seen as paramount and children are expected to respect and abide by the
wishes of their elders.14

CHAPTER II:
BACKGROUND TO CSEC AND CSA

IN THE PACIFIC

13 ECPAT International and ESCAP, “Commercial Sexual Exploitation of Children
and Child Sexual Abuse in the Cook Islands: An Overview Report”, 2007, p. 24.

14 UNICEF, “Commercial Sexual Exploitation of Children and Child Sexual Abuse in
Vanuatu: A Situation Analysis”, 2004, p. 15.
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A recent joint study by the United Nations Development Fund for
Women (UNIFEM) and UNICEF on the girl child identified the way in
which most countries of the Pacific, if not all, accepted violent punishment,
mockery, ridicule, public humiliation and severe verbal abuse of boys and
girls as valid forms of discipline.  The study highlighted findings on
parental practices in Fiji, where punishing children by hitting, smacking
and beating with a stick or other object was almost as frequent as verbal
scolding. “Violence is not only directed at children, but in many countries
of the Pacific violence is seen as an acceptable means of conflict resolution
within the family, particularly when used against women and girls.” Even
where corporal punishment is illegal, such as Fiji, violent punishment of
children is accepted at home and at school. “For example, reports from
Samoa and Fiji showed that violence between spouses, by parents against
children and between other family members, was widely tolerated and
condoned.” Moreover, “an ethnographic study of childhood and the social-
ization of children in Tonga showed, violent punishment and humiliation of
children is justified on cultural grounds by many Tongans.”15

In most Pacific communities, children are seen and not heard; for a
child to resist that is considered inappropriate and disrespectful. Expected
forms of obedience include acquiescing to marriages arranged by parents
according to “custom”, which includes the exchange of money and gifts
accrued to parents. The study of Vanuatu summarized the views of a 23
year-old youth worker, who complained to the researchers about how
youths were forced to get married and were not given a choice, as their
parents made decisions for them.16

A UNICEF study on Pacific island youths links the cultural practice
of young people showing deference to elders to the days when youths
gained knowledge and life skills from elder community members, who
demanded a respectful silence from young people while the elders made
decisions for the community.17

15 UNICEF and UNIFEM, The Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination and
Violence Against the Girl Child; Situation Paper for the Pacific Islands Region,
(2006), p. 10.

16 UNICEF, “Commercial Sexual Exploitation of Children and Child Sexual Abuse in
Vanuatu: A Situation Analysis”, 2004, p. 17.

17 Secretariat of the Pacific Community, UNICEF, United Nations Population Fund,
The State of Pacific Youth (2005).
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In Fiji, for example,

“[…] deference to authority pervades the entire Fijian social
structure and is reproduced through the socialization process
beginning in infancy. From the time they learn to speak
Fijian, children learn that to ask questions of adults, is to
incite verbal rebukes, while to challenge or actively disobey
the dictates of an adult is to invite corporal punishment….”18

Authoritarian parental practices, which are common in almost all
Pacific island societies, contribute to a culture of acceptance of the
violence and punishment meted out against children and create an environ-
ment which allows child sexual abuse to take place. Children are passive
receivers of instruction and orders from parents and elders in society. The
gender inequalities of Pacific island societies and the notion of a domineer-
ing masculine head of the household, as well as the requirement that
children defer to all adults and elders, produces an environment where
children, and girls in particular, are more vulnerable to child sexual abuse.
The culturally sanctioned view that men and boys have a right to sexual
access to women and girls as part of their gender socialization and the
entitlements of masculinity also exposes women and girls to abuse. Trou-
bling and disturbing accounts were identified in the studies of fathers who
told their daughters that they needed to have sex with them for satisfaction
in the absence of their mother or, in the case of Solomon Islands, because
the law required them to.19 Both of these cases reflect abuse by fathers of
the position of head of household by using children (especially the girl
child) for gratification and committing acts of sexual violence against
them.  In Cook Islands, a community was shocked at the sexual abuse of
three girls in a family and demanded action, but only after severe harm
was done.20

18 M. Adinkrah, Crime, Deviance and Delinquency in Fiji (Suva, Council of Social
Services, 1995).

19 The father told his daughters that he had just read in the paper that the
Government had passed a new law that a father should be the first to have sex
with his daughter and that any father who does not do so will be imprisoned.  See
UNICEF, “The Commercial Exploitation of Children and Child Sexual Abuse in
the Solomon Islands”, 2004, p. 22.

20 ECPAT International and ESCAP, “Commercial Sexual Exploitation of Children
and Child Sexual Abuse in Cook Islands: An Overview Report”, 2007, p. 34.

Chapter II:  Background to CSEC and CSA in the Pacific
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The situation of child sexual abuse and violence against children
documented in many Pacific country studies is cause for concern. As
Pacific island societies continue to undergo change, there needs to be
greater understanding that traditional authoritarian models of parenting and
supervision are contributing to a common acceptance of violence and
punishment against children, which in turns provides an environment for
the acceptance of sexual violence and abuse of children. Families also
need to understand the links between acts of violence committed against
children and the notions long held in Pacific society that children, and the
girl child in particular, hold the lowest position in society, with no rights
to protection and freedom from abuse.

In many societies, such as Vanuatu, tensions between traditional and
modern values and ways of life continue. Often, what is considered illegal
under civil law is considered acceptable under customary law. For ex-
ample, in one part of Vanuatu, it is considered customary for the family of
a murderer to give a girl child to the victim’s family for the purpose of
marriage as an apology. This sort of cultural practice, whereby a girl or
woman can be given by one family to another in order to settle a dispute,
presents problems for community understanding and adoption of the prin-
ciples underpinning the rights of women and children.

Some persistent cultural practices reflect assumptions that others –
family members, particularly male decision makers and community leaders
– have rights over women and children, who can be used for exchange or
settlement of conflicts. Communities and leaders may be unaware that
certain traditional beliefs and practices provide an environment for, and
constitute forms of, abuse of children, particularly the girl child. Some
examples from the situation analysis reports are cited below.

The Papua New Guinea situation analysis on CSEC documented incidents
of young girls being forced by their violent fathers, uncles and brothers
into selling sex.

“An alarming ‘family case’ was reported by neighbours in one of the
largest and poorest settlements of Wewak town, East Sepik province.  A
man living in settlement “N” in Wewak sends both his wife (late 30s in
age) and daughter, (now aged 17 years) to the local hotels to sell sex,
every day, and it has become their ‘routine work’.  He waits for their

(Continued on next page)
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B.  A culture of silence and conformity

Silence in most Pacific island communities is associated with re-
spect, which is reproduced in formal settings such as at village, church,
chiefly and other traditional institutional meetings.  In such settings, male
elders represent families or clans and make decisions on all community
activities, with no formal participation from women or children. Decisions
which affect or involve women and children are often communicated to
them after they have been made, with no opportunity provided to question
or refuse what is being imposed. The chiefly hierarchy in many societies
also dictates a culture of unquestioning obedience, where individuals of
Pacific island communities are expected to show proper behaviour and
listen to chiefs or those in authority and to do what is required with no
questions asked. School teachers and church leaders and preachers also
have positions of respect and authority in many communities, and their
status as leaders usually cannot be questioned. The abuse of these posi-
tions of trust where children are involved can go unpunished and without
being discussed in the community or settlements due to embarrassment or
difficulty in making a case against such a person in authority. This culture
of silence, acceptance and conformity is reflected at all levels of interac-
tion in Pacific communities, and in some instances finds its way into the
workplace, where Pacific islanders often have difficulty articulating their
views for fear of being considered disrespectful to colleagues and employ-
ers. In many communities, women and children have the lowest in rank in
the family and household.

(Continued)

return every afternoon and is known to shout, swear and hit them if they
return with what he considers insufficient money or food.  The same drama
is played out almost every day and the whole community is aware of what
is happening, yet no one intervenes and no one reports this because they
are very frightened of the man.  This was cited as a more extreme example
of a very common family situation in Wewak’s big urban settlements.”

Source: ESCAP and UNICEF, “A Situational Analysis of Child Sexual Abuse and
the Commercial Sexual Exploitation of Children in Papua New Guinea”, 2005, p.
24
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In cases of sexual violence and abuse, speaking out is viewed
negatively and speaking up is considered to bring shame on the victim, the
family concerned and the perpetrator. Studies in the Pacific have found
that social acceptance of violent punishment of children is so entrenched
that those in authority, including police, school principals, clergy and
community leaders, as well as parents, often do not see violent or
psychologically abusive punishment of children as an issue of concern.21

This has often resulted in sexual abuse cases being settled in custom
courts with little consideration for the victims.

When analysing the culture of silence in the context of CSEC and
CSA, it is evident that the probing questions used in the country research
surveys unearthed the many layers of practices within Pacific island
societies which have been taking place for generations. The reports
contained numerous cases of commercial sexual exploitation and abuse of
children as well as brief documented explanations of children’s shame and
fear, which prevent an open discussion of their plight. In some instances,
children have been brave enough to report incidents of abuse or have tried
to fight the decisions of parents, but were punished or beaten violently and
ostracized from their families and communities. In cases in Papua New
Guinea, young girls are beaten for trying to rebel against what has been
decided for them.22

In a situation in Solomon Islands, a taxi driver who had been
giving young girls lifts to school in exchange for sex, but when his wife
learned about it, she attacked the young girls instead of dealing with her
husband.23 The response of children to CSA and CSEC is usually quiet
acceptance linked to their understanding that, as children, they have
limited scope to decide their fate, which in some cultures can be decided
for them soon after birth, when they are betrothed to someone who will
bring their families wealth and status. In other cases, it is quiet acceptance

21 The Pacific Children’s Programme, sponsored by the Australian Agency for
International Development, has conducted baseline studies on knowledge, attitudes,
behaviour and practice on the upbringing of children in Fiji, Samoa and Vanuatu.

22 ESCAP and UNICEF, “A Situational Analysis of Child Sexual Abuse and the
Commercial Sexual Exploitation of Children in Papua New Guinea”, 2006, p. 26.

23 UNICEF, “The Commercial Exploitation of Children and Child Sexual Abuse in
the Solomon Islands”, 2004, p. 17
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of having sex with one’s father because it is necessary to keep the family
together (e.g. as is cited in the Solomon Islands report) or accepting one’s
father’s decision to sell his child to a 50-year-old man as repayment for an
outstanding debt (e.g. as is cited in the Papua New Guinea report).
Children may also “allow” themselves to be commercially sexually ex-
ploited in order to pay for their or family’s expenses. Having sex with a
taxi driver because it is the only way to get to school or selling one’s
body every day to bring money back home to one’s family are examples
that were documented in the situation analysis reports. Cases were also
cited of acceptance that if a man who has been supporting the family
financially wants sexual favours, one cannot refuse because he might
withdraw his financial support and one’s brother would not be able to go
to school, and acceptance of sexual abuse from the church minister who
was supposed to be taking care of the abused child.  In Cook Islands,
three children under the age of 12 were sexually abused over a period of
five years.  The victims may not have spoken out due to the financial
assistance, food and gifts the perpetrator sometimes provided as well as
the fact that he had the mental capacity of a young child and had also
gained the trust of the family.24

Despite commitments from Governments of the region to the Con-
vention on the Rights of the Child, where children are recognized as
having the right to a life free from violence and abuse, the situation
analysis reports reveal an alarming trend of CSEC and CSA that needs to
be dealt with, beginning with the root causes. Pacific communities need to
recognize that silence and conformity does not mean that the child’s rights
are not being violated; rather, it could denote reticence for fear of
incrimination, more abuse and shame. The silence of children is com-
pounded by the silence of parents, elders and adults in the community,
who also accept these attitudes and practices related to children and may
not act on abuse of children by neighbours, relatives or persons in
positions of authority, regardless of the impact on the child.

24 ECPAT International and ESCAP, “Commercial Sexual Exploitation of Children
and Child Sexual Abuse in Cook Islands: An Overview Report”, 2007, p. 34.
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25 In Niue, a victim of child sexual abuse and her family were forced to leave the
country to escape ostracism after reporting a case of child sexual abuse. See
UNICEF, “A Situation Analysis of Children, Youth and Women: Niue”, UNICEF
Pacific, Suva, 2004, p. 44.

A situation paper entitled The Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination
and Violence against the Girl Child: Situation Paper for the Pacific
islands Region published in 2006 by Fiji Women’s Crisis Centre, Fiji
Women’s Rights Movement, UNICEF and UNIFEM, highlights the follow-
ing in relation to silence and conformity in the region:

“In Pacific societies, the rape of a child, particularly when done by a
family member brings great shame to the family and, if made public, can
tear families and communities apart. Furthermore, in small communities
with little privacy, accusations of sexual abuse – no matter how valid –
can lead to ostracism of the victim and her family.25 In addition, in
countries where bride price is practiced, parents also fear the economic
devaluation of a girl who has been abused. Therefore the rape of girl
children is often concealed and the offender often goes unpunished, no
matter at what cost to the abused child ….

…There is a tendency in Pacific societies to deny that the problem could
be home-grown and to assume that sexual abuse of children is only
committed by foreigners. This is because it is much easier to report
criminal sexual behaviour of a foreigner, if it can be detected, and to
punish him or her, than it is if the abuser is a local. For example, a study
of attitudes towards child protection in Samoa notes that popular percep-
tions involve “stranger danger” and reputed cases in which foreigners are
reported to have photographed children for child pornography websites, or
engaged in acts of paedophilia.

Even when child sexual abuse is reported to the police, the reports may be
ignored or dropped, often because police are not ad equately trained to
respond to these reports, as well as because of pressure on complainants
to drop the charges. For example, in a village in Niue, three girls under
the age of 15 became pregnant to older family members. The police did
not pursue the matter and there were, consequently, no official repercus-
sions for the offenders.

(Continued on next page)
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(Continued)

An additional difficulty in prosecuting those who sexually abuse children is
that in many countries of the Pacific, for example, in Fiji, Tonga and until
recently, the Marshall Islands, the crime of “statutory rape” does not exist
because there is no defined minimum age required for consent to sexual
relations.26 However, even in countries where there is a minimum legal
age for sexual relations, statutory rape is rarely recorded. For example, in
Niue statutory rape has been a crime for over 10 years, but although an
average of one child aged between 13 and 15 presents with pregnancy
each year, no cases of statutory rape have been reported.

Where the rapist is a man of influence or high status, the police may
refuse to take action. In some cases the police themselves are perpetrators,
as has been reported in Papua New Guinea, for example. “Revenge rape”
has been reported in several Pacific Island countries, in cases where a
group of men or youths have raped a girl to punish her father or
brothers. Sexual assaults on girls to rupture her hymen may also be
perpetrated to force them into marriage, the rape being seen to culturally
“devalue” the girl by taking her virginity. Girls as young as six years old
have been raped under such circumstances. Sexual abuse of girls is
reportedly worst in regions where there have been civil conflicts, such as
Bougainville in Papua New Guinea and in the Solomon Islands.”27

Chapter II:  Background to CSEC and CSA in the Pacific

26 United Nations, “United Nations Study on Violence against Children”, 2006; and
United States Department of State, “Country Reports on Human Rights Practices”,
2005.

27 The ethnographic literature on Samoa and Tonga contains many instances of this
practice. Dr. Linus Digim’Rina, an anthropologist from the University of Papua
New Guinea, also reports the practice in the Southern Highlands of Papua New
Guinea, where older men have monopolized the market for young brides, and
young men have tried to compete or assert prior claim by assaulting girl children
to rupture their hymen and thus “devalue” them. Also, Dr. Digim’Rina, in an
unpublished report (2006), recorded an account by police in Tari of the rape of a
six year-old girl to punish her father for not sharing the bride price of his older
daughters.



18 Pacific Perspectives on the Commercial Sexual Exploitation and
Sexual Abuse of Children and Youth



19

Gender relations in the Pacific are inextricably linked to what is
identified as “cultural”, “traditional” or “kastom” practice. While all of the
countries in the region reflect a complex variation of gender relations,
which can be clearly identified in the ways in which men and women and
boys and girls relate to each other at different levels. Commonalities can
be recognized within the three subregions of the Pacific, Melanesia,
Polynesia and Micronesia. In most Melanesian societies all adult men were
theoretically equal and competed for status. Women and girls were subordi-
nate to men and boys. In these cultures, females were considered not just
different, but innately inferior to males. In general, this difference in status
meant that men controlled resources and made decisions while girls and
women performed most of the productive – as well as all of the household
and reproductive – labour. In Polynesia and some parts of the Federated
States of Micronesia, where more emphasis is placed on inherited chiefly
status, a female born into a chiefly family may be considered of higher
social standing than a male. Generally, however, gender inequalities still
exist within these societies and unequal gender relations are exposed in the
CSEC situation analysis reports. The gender analysis that follows is drawn
from the findings of situational analysis research studies conducted in four
Melanesian countries (Papua New Guinea, Vanuatu, Solomon Islands and
Fiji), one Micronesian country (Kiribati) and one Polynesian country
(Cook Islands).

A. Gender roles and power relations

An analysis of gender relations and inequality is an analysis of the
rules, norms, customs and practices through which the biological differ-
ences and inequality between males and females are transformed into
social differences between men and women and boys and girls. These

CHAPTER III:
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rules, norms, customs and practices, which are learned and reaffirmed
through institutions such as family, church or other religious institutions,
government, the media and educational systems, are reflected in societies
on a daily basis. They are manifested in different values being placed on
women and girls than those placed on men and boys, resulting in unequal
opportunities and life chances for women and significantly increasing their
vulnerability to abuse and commodification. In the Pacific, these gender-
based inequalities are often identified as part of “kastom and tradition”.
Attempts to modify or change the status quo in terms of women’s status
and gender relations is considered to be a “Western” or “foreign” ap-
proach and a threat to the identity of Pacific peoples. However, with
increased knowledge and understanding of the way in which these tradi-
tional or kastom practices violate human rights, customs and practices are
gradually changing to embrace a broader approach to relationships be-
tween males and females; yet progress is slow. An example of this
resistance is reflected in Vanuatu, where as of July 2008, a bill which
criminalizes domestic violence had not been accepted by the Vanuatu
Great Council of Chiefs because it is considered a possible threat to
kastom and traditional relations.28

Unequal power in gender relations is manifested in the way men
and boys have dominance over women and girls through customs and laws
in a number of countries in the Pacific, which determine that wives and
children are owned by fathers or the nearest male relative. These gender
differences of power create an environment which encourages, and in some
cases condones, CSEC and CSA, manifesting in the use of children, even
more so the girl child, for gratification by men and those who wield
power. The unequal relations emanate from and perpetuate the notion and
understanding within societies that women have less power than men, who
have the right of ownership. In a majority of Pacific island countries,
women are absent from – or hold minority positions in – government and
religious institutions and have less access to economic wealth.

The accepted notion that males are of a superior standing in society
and hence more important, leaves the girl child particularly vulnerable
to exploitation and abuse within communities. In order to effectively

28 Radio New Zealand International. <http://www.rnzi.com/pages/news.php?op=
read&id=40771>. Accessed on 1 October 2008.
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deal with the issue of CSEC and the different forms in which it is
manifesting in Pacific island societies, it is necessary to deal with
entrenched notions of gender inequality and identify the ways in which
these gender imbalances continue to create opportunities and environments
for the use of young Pacific island girls for the gratification and exploitation
of either foreign or local men in positions of power or authority over them.

B.  Socialized gender inequality

Being born male or female in Pacific island societies has tremen-
dous social ramifications. As discussed in the previous section, in some
Pacific societies, by being born female, women or girls can easily be used
by men (fathers, uncles, brothers, village heads) as a bargaining tool for
increasing their power or social standing. The process of being socialized
into specific gendered roles for males and females begins at birth and
continues throughout the life cycle. In almost all Pacific island societies
women have functioned primarily in traditional roles as mothers, wives,
nurturers, food producers and gatherers while men are seen as the leaders
of the community and speak or represent the needs of the community in
any formal setting.

In Vanuatu, studies have identified how kastom has a significant
impact on the social and gender roles within the traditional Vanuatuan
community. There is a strict division of responsibility and privilege
between men and women. Men are considered to be inherently superior,
whereas a woman’s role centred on supporting her husband, maintaining
the household, looking after children and tending the family’s garden and
animals. In Vanuatuan kastom, women are not involved in any decision-
making related to the home or community and arranged marriages are the
norm.29 In the Solomon Islands study, respondents mentioned that custom
required women to be competent in all areas of household management
before marriage, but that some were able to achieve the required level of
competence before the age of 18, which resulted in early marriage.30 In
many cultures, girls are considered adults on reaching puberty.

Chapter III:  Gender Relations in the Pacific

29 UNICEF, “Commercial Sexual Exploitation of Children and Child Sexual Abuse in
Vanuatu: A Situation Analysis”, 2004, p. 15.

30 UNICEF, “Situation Analysis of the Commercial Exploitation of Children and
Child Sexual Abuse in the Solomon Islands”, 2004, p. 19.
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The process of socialization impacts upon the standing of a woman
or girl in society and the way in which she is treated. The socialization of
young Pacific island girls, through which they are encouraged to accept
and adhere to an inferior position in society, seriously affects their ability
to negotiate their lives on an equal standing with Pacific island males; this
leaves them vulnerable to situations of abuse, violence and exploitation.
The studies outline numerous incidents of young girls and children being
sexually defiled, forced into prostitution and traded and abused, which
stems from the power imbalance in gender relations which is deeply
entrenched in all countries.

The Papua New Guinea situation analysis report outlines how gendered
attitudes and behaviour in contemporary Highlands society are manifest in
male perceptions and treatment of girls and women. “Women and girls are
violated by negative behaviour, attitudes, images and stereotypes which are
often deeply embedded in current societal/cultural forms. However, there
were traditional protections for women. Girls were respected and highly
valued in pre-colonial days in some communities in Papua New Guinea.
Over the last decade, a significant attitudinal change appears to have
taken place.  Women and girls are now called all kinds of names referring
to whether they are single, virgins, born children out of wedlock, divorced,
or widowed. Names such as ‘four coffee’ refers to low grade coffee and
implies the woman has been sexually over-used and therefore has no more
value (as with low grade coffee). Another name ‘Paia Rais’ (burnt rice)
refers to women who are not virgins, are married, divorced, and consid-
ered to have no more value as a formal partner.”

Source: ESCAP and UNICEF, “A Situational Analysis of Child Sexual Abuse and
the Commercial Sexual Exploitation of Children in Papua New Guinea”, 2005, p.
33)

C.  Gender inequality in sex and sexuality

A key feature of all of the types of CSEC manifested in the Pacific
and highlighted through the situation analysis reports of the six countries
studied, is the expectation that women, girls and young boys (those
considered by society to be weaker and of less value) play a predomi-
nately submissive, passive role in sexual relations, while the exploiters and
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abusers – who are usually men in positions of dominance and ownership –
are expected to express their masculinity. Notions of masculinity and
femininity are deeply embedded in ways in which young boys and girls
are reared, with an expectation of boys and men to be sexually active and
of girls and women to be sexually passive and receptive. Whereas girls are
also expected to remain pure, being a man is associated with having
numerous female conquests and, in Melanesian societies; men are expected
to have numerous partners. In indigenous Fijian society, chiefs who were
revered and respected were known to have many wives or “kitchens”, with
communities resigned to accept that this was common practice and hence
acceptable behaviour for someone of that standing.

Gendered attitudes, sexual behaviour and rights can translate into
notions of sexual worth and value in the Pacific. Gender inequality is
manifested in the ways in which some parents use parental authority to
coerce their daughters into sexual activity or place them in positions of
vulnerability where girl children are then at risk of being abused, and in
some cases, daughters are used to satisfy their fathers’ sexual desires with
little community protest. In Solomon Islands, a 15 year-old girl informed
the researchers that her father told her that he needed to have sex with her
to satisfy himself since his wife had died. In other cases, assumptions
about children’s obligations to serve elders can present risks that parents
ignore. Another researcher was told of how a 14-year-old girl was forced by
her mother to transport her uncle across a river by canoe at night and how
the uncle forced her to shore and raped her.31

The act of commercially exploiting children, girls in particular, is
part of a larger process which has its roots in how women and girls are
perceived and valued by society. Boys born into Pacific island cultures are
socialized to believe that males are the more dominant sex, that they have
more authority in families and communities and that they have more
freedom to sexually experiment; as they become older, they are assisted
and supported by older men in their communities. The country studies
document a universal assumption that men are by nature more sexually
active than women and subject to strong sexual urges and appetites. In
almost all Pacific island cultures, there is a social acceptance that men and

31 UNICEF, “Situation Analysis of the Commercial Exploitation of Children and
Child Sexual Abuse in the Solomon Islands”, 2004, p. 22.
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boys will always be sexually active and are permitted to roam freely, while
girls are expected to be virgins, dress modestly and to avoid attracting
unwanted attention. In situations where parents have learned of the abuse
and/or sexual exploitation of their children, the blame is often placed on
the victim (usually a girl) for being in the wrong place at the wrong time
or attracting the attention to herself, rather than on the abuser or exploiter.
Given the belief that manhood is linked with sexual conquests and
numerous partners, failure to demonstrate this means failure as a man.
Anthropological accounts refer to sexual practices involving adults and
children in Papua New Guinea; accounts of puberty rituals refer to boys
being introduced to sexual intercourse and girls being expected to take
part in ceremonial sexual activities.32 The CSEC studies have raised
cultural practices, attitudes and beliefs that need to be closely examined in
determining responses to this problem.

Cases of child sexual exploitation and the use of children for
gratification are on the increase in places where there is large scale
development taking place in the logging, mining and petroleum industries.
Some incidents have taken place with the consent of parents who trade
their daughters to foreigners, and some have occurred through opportunis-
tic actions by exploiters who entice children with money, food or drink. In
almost all of these cases, the children came from low socio-economic
backgrounds and were given the opportunity to earn some money in return
for sexual favours.

32 ESCAP and UNICEF, “A Situational Analysis of Child Sexual Abuse and the
Commercial Sexual Exploitation of Children in Papua New Guinea”, 2005, p. 16.
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The situation analysis report from Kiribati describes these gender-defined
rules and roles:

“Clearly defined gender roles are evident in the i-Kiribati culture and there
are different expectations of girls and boys. The traditional culture has
higher expectations of girl’s moral behaviour than it does for boys. The
girls are expected to maintain a specific moral code. The roles of girls
and women are traditionally reinforced to be subservient to male discipline
and control. Girls are more likely to be chaperoned, and can be
disciplined by their brothers. Girls are constrained in their activities and
are expected to remain virgins until married. Cultural sexual practices
emphasize male control over women.”

“If a girl is sexually abused, she is viewed as spoilt. She may become a
prostitute – as some teenage girls become. She may have difficulty getting
married if she does not conduct herself as well as expected of a girl. If
she becomes “free” then she may be at risk. If she behaves herself and
retains the cultural norms of a girl she may later be able to marry. The
cultural norms require girls to stay at home with their parents. They
should not mix with boys or go to dances, functions or social clubs and
try and do cultural work until she reaches the age of 17 or 18 or after
finishing fifth or seventh form – she may then be ready to marry.

Girls who are sexually abused are viewed as “spoiled” and “freely
available” for sex. Virgins are often referred to as “5 cents”, while the
terms “20 or 50 cents” are used for “girls who are available”. These
terms are known to be used as sexual harassment and risk shaming a girl.
Men and boys can roam more freely and those who do are locally referred
to as tenaan kamea (those dogs).

Source: UNICEF, “The Commercial Sexual Abuse of Children and Child Sexual
Abuse in the Republic of Kiribati; A Situation Analysis”, 2004, p. 34.
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A. Gender, power and commodification of Pacific children

In order to understand how gendered imbalances of power are
manifest in the practice of CSEC and CSA in the Pacific, it is pertinent to
examine the types and patterns of CSEC and CSA that the situation
analysis reports revealed. Studies on the sexual exploitation of children
have identified three broad types of social relationships in which children
are being sexually exploited and which were evident in countries of the
region: (a) relationships that were commercial and relatively short-term; (b)
those that involved longer-term economic dependency; and (c) relationships
that had no commercial element and/or were not primarily economic but
were exploitative and abusive.33

The commercial sex trade is quite defined in the sense that it
involves an exchange of a certain amount of cash or payment for sexual
services; it includes prostitution, trafficking, pornography and child sex
tourism.34 As the informal exchanges that take place in the region are not
so specific, it is not always easy to identify activities as CSEC or the
commodification of children. When analysing the situation analysis reports
from all six countries, it also becomes evident that CSEC and CSA are
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33 Julia O’Connell Davidson, “The Sex Exploiter”, Theme paper for the Second
World Congress against Commercial Sexual Exploitation of Children, 17-20 Decem-
ber 2001, Yokohama, Japan. <http://www.csecworldcongress.org>. Accessed on 3
October 2008.

34 Ibid.
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connected and have origins in traditional and gender-biased notions of
sexuality and power. The gender-biased perspectives in many Pacific
cultures which view women, girls and children as entities that are owned,
controlled and dictated to and used to establish or build men’s power base,
give support to the commodification of children.

Many country reports discuss customary exchanges of children that
could occur at an early age, sometimes before birth or at puberty. Often
these exchanges could take place without the knowledge of the children
involved, as families negotiate and make decisions for them. Not long ago,
these practices were the norm. For example, in Abemama, Kiribati, in the
18th century, it was customary for parents to take their daughter, upon her
first menstruation, to sleep with the chief in exchange for a plot of land.
Traditional Pacific folklore reflects incidents of child sexual abuse, incest
and transactional exchanges. Today, in Solomon Islands, Vanuatu and
Kiribati, child marriage still exists.

B. Child prostitution

Child prostitution is defined as an act by which someone benefits
from a commercial transaction in which a child is made available for
sexual purposes.35 In the Pacific, the levels of prostitution in which
children are involved varies from country to country, with the reports
revealing that children are often being made available for sexual
purposes to benefit their families and due to economic dependency.
Children also undertake exchanges, providing sexual favours in return for
rides to school, payment of school fees, alcohol and cigarettes, shelter or
cash for the benefit of immediate or extended family members. The
Fiji situation analysis report also identified young girls involved in prosti-
tution out of boredom and/or parental neglect.36 Of all the countries
studied, Papua New Guinea displays a much more complex range of
issues behind child prostitution, which is a common occurrence in the
provinces studied.

35 ECPAT International, Questions and Answers about the Commercial Sexual Exploi-
tation of Children, 3rd ed. (Bangkok, 2006).

36 ESCAP, “The Commercial Sexual Exploitation and Sexual Abuse of Children in
Fiji”, 2004, p. 17.
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The Kiribati report identified how local and foreign bar and motel
owners, taxi drivers, parents and police gained from the tekorekora sex
industry, which is the name given to girls who are involved in prostitution
with Korean seafarers. An old man who had demanded his daughter come
off the ship she had boarded with a Korean boyfriend was pacified by a
roll of American dollars that was dropped into his boat after an earlier
attempt by the Koreans to give him big fish, a video screen and a music
deck failed.37

These examples and the other incidents of child prostitution identi-
fied in the studies show complex power relations between the women, girls
and children used as commodities and those who benefit from the ex-
changes. These power relations determine the way in which women, girls
and children are used by male perpetrators, who are behind most cases of
forced prostitution. The studies also identified cases of prostituted boys,
with incidents of men paying for sex with young boys. There were a few
reports of women using young boys for sexual purposes; however, the
number of these incidents was small in proportion to the cases of
exploitation of women, girls and children by men.38 The procurers of
children for sex identified in the studies were persons in positions of
power or authority (business owners, government officials, teachers, reli-
gious and community leaders), relatives and other close family friends.
Informants generally described them as older men (mid-30s and above)
with some disposable income.39

37 UNICEF, “The Commercial Sexual Exploitation of Children and Child Sexual
Abuse in the Republic of Kiribati: A Situation Analysis”, 2004, pp. 21-22.

38 UNICEF, “Situation Analysis of the Commercial Exploitation of Children and
Child Sexual Abuse in the Solomon Islands”, 2004, p. 26; and “A Situational
Analysis of Child Sexual Abuse and the Commercial Sexual Exploitation of
Children in Papua New Guinea”, 2005, p. 37.

39 UNICEF, “Commercial Sexual Exploitation of Children and Child Sexual Abuse in
Vanuatu: A Situation Analysis”, 2004, p. 16.
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C.  Early marriage

Historically, most countries in the Pacific are known to have
practiced marriage negotiations by family or clans and betrothed children at
an early age. The exchanges were done strategically as a means for both

In Papua New Guinea, young children aged between 7 and 15 years in
Lae are heavily involved in selling sex and most are forced by parents.
There are also children surviving on their own in the settlements without
any adult/parental care. These are children who are highly abused. In
many settlements there can be 10-15 people living together in one house
and there is usually not enough food. In such circumstances, a house with
up to 3-4 girls selling sex is considered ‘lucky’.  Some husbands pimp for
their wives and some mothers force their daughters into selling sex from
the family dwelling while the rest of the family are out (called ‘huksot’ or
quick sex).  The situation is regarded by some observers as being out of
control, with both married men and married women taking young sexual
partners (girls and boys respectively, from 14-18 years of age).

Source: ESCAP and UNICEF, “A Situational Analysis of Child Sexual Abuse and
the Commercial Sexual Exploitation of Children in Papua New Guinea”, 2005, p.
34.

I have worked in a number of nightclubs and I can say a lot of girls come
to the clubs to find men who are willing to pay for sex.  Some of them
leave their contact details with me to give to interested male customers
and I get a cut of the money for doing this. Some of these girls are quite
young and I believe some are students.  A busy nightclub in the centre of
town that I used to work in had a policy of allowing young girls in free
because they attracted male customers who spent a lot at the bar on
drinks.  It is not discussed openly in society but you can see the reality at
the night club gates.

Night Club Chief Security Guard – Port Vila

Source: UNICEF, “Commercial Sexual Exploitation of Children and Child Sexual
Abuse in Vanuatu: A Situation Analysis”, 2004, p. 16)
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families to acquire more power, wealth, land and authority in their
respective communities. Today, gifts are still exchanged by both sides of the
family when there is a marriage union, but more couples are choosing to
marry on their own rather than having the decision be dictated to them.
However, in Fiji, Kiribati, Solomon Islands, Papua New Guinea and
Vanuatu, the practice of early marriage, or children being traded according
to the wishes of parents and extended families, still continues even though it
is reported that such instances are decreasing. In Solomon Islands, the
practice of bride price persists in Malaita, parts of Guadalcanal and Makira
and there are reported cases of suicide or attempted suicide by young wives
due to loneliness, lack of love, hopelessness, and mistreatment by some
husbands. Most of these suicides occurred after approximately eight months
of marriage.40 A new form of early marriage is the sale of daughters to
foreigners in return for large cash payments, for example, in Kiribati and in
Fiji amongst the Indo-Fijian community. This practice is indicative of the
way in which women, girls and children are used as commodities to gain
wealth, land or power, usually for the benefit of the parents.

Early marriage and bride price are practices which violate the rights
of the child and increase girls’ vulnerability. Over time, the goods and
items that were used by families in the traditional exchange of a bride are
being replaced by money, which adds a new dimension to the practice.
Pollard claims that the traditional bride price was not about buying a wife,
but rather central to building strong and binding relationships.41 She notes
that bride price has become increasingly monetized and is now associated
with hardship for the groom’s family. It has also become a source of
oppression of women. When a kastom practice such as bride price
becomes shaped by the cash economy, it may undermine a woman’s
position in society instead of augment it, as in the past.

The problems of child marriage and the commodification of bride
price are abuses of children’s and women’s rights taking place in Papua
New Guinea today. The girl child is the most vulnerable and there do not
appear to be community mechanisms for her protection. The CSEC study
from Papua New Guinea highlights blatant practices of early marriage,

40 UNICEF, “Situation Analysis of the Commercial Exploitation of Children and
Child Sexual Abuse in the Solomon Islands”, 2004, p. 24.

41 Alice Aruhe’eta Pollard, Givers of Wisdom, Labourers without Gain: Essays on
Women in Solomon Islands, (2000), p. 58.
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whereby fathers are openly trading their daughters to either repay debts
owed or to make money. The cases outlined in the study and still
practiced today raise serious concerns about the plight of young girls in
Papua New Guinea who are subjected to these distortions of traditional
practices of bride price. The following three cases highlight the abuse of
girls as young as eight years old who are traded either to fulfil traditional
obligations or for the monetary gain of male family members who exert
power and authority over their lives, in most instances, the fathers.

In 2001, a father from the middle Sepik contacted vanilla farmers in the
Drekikir area who were looking for youthful labourers. The father ac-
cepted a payment of K300 for three of his daughters aged 14, 15 and 21
years. Their mother was against accepting money for the girls, but the
father insisted. The girls were supposed to go and work in the vanilla
plantation. The man who paid for the girls took all three as his sexual
partners.  The eldest girl managed to run away, but the two younger ones
were made pregnant. When the vanilla price crashed, the farmer had no
money to feed them, so he sent them back to their father.  Now they are
stigmatized in the village, and kept out of the public view by their parents.
They are unlikely to find marriage partners and likely to continue to be
targeted for sexual abuse and labelling.

In 2004, an eight year old girl from Burui, near the Sepik River, was
handed over by her father to a man in Maprik area, as ‘part payment’ for
an outstanding debt of K3400.00 that the girl’s father was unable to
repay. It is not clear what monetary value they gave to the young girl’s
life. It has been reported by many eyewitnesses that the girl is now very
badly treated and is very unhappy. She is constantly being beaten up and
has been allegedly sexually abused. This is partly to punish her for the
father’s failure to repay the balance of the debt.

An 11-year-old girl was sent to Wosera District by her father so that she
could marry there. This is to fulfil a traditional obligation of exchange
marriage, but it was a situation being forced by the other party in return
for a marriage that took place several generations ago. The girl has
rebelled against the situation and has run away, so she has been beaten up
by her parents’ family and refused acceptance back into her own family.

Source: ESCAP and UNICEF, “A Situational Analysis of Child Sexual Abuse and
the Commercial Sexual Exploitation of Children in Papua New Guinea”, 2006, p. 26
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D. Child pornography

ECPAT International defines child pornography as sexually explicit
reproductions of a child’s image, including sexually explicit photographs,
negatives, slides, magazines, movies, videotapes and computer disks. It is
the use, production and distribution of visual, digital and audio materials
that use children in a sexual context. One cannot produce child pornogra-
phy without sexually abusing a child. On a global level, child pornography
is increasingly linked to dissemination via the Internet, which is difficult to
police or monitor in any country.

In the Pacific, children are being used and photographed for
pornographic material. In Fiji, child pornography was given little attention
by the public until the 1997 case of an Australian expatriate found with
over 2,000 pornographic images of children for sale. The police also
found four young girls aged between 4 and 14 who had featured in the
perpetrator’s pornographic collection, living with him.42 Other countries
reported the use of pornographic videos, DVDs and other material as a
trend linked with child sexual abuse which provides an environment in
which children are commercially sexually exploited. In Cook Islands, the
CSEC report refers to incidents of pornographic films being screened at
parties to which young girls are invited.43

These incidents of child marriage and child pornography highlight
the power relations through which CSEC and CSA occurs. Most women
and children who become victims are dependent for economic survival on
those who exploit them and thereby become vulnerable to abuse. Women
and girls or children have less power to negotiate or stop what is
happening to them, rendering them at risk of exploitation and abuse by
males. Additionally, a link appears in accounts in the CSEC studies
between male viewing of pornography and attacks on and abuse of girls
and women. In Vanuatu, an expatriate was accused of showing films to a
young girl and then abusing her.44 In Papua New Guinea, the rape of an

42 ESCAP, “The Commercial Sexual Exploitation and Sexual Abuse of Children in
Fiji”, 2004, p. 19.

43 ECPAT International and ESCAP, “Commercial Sexual Exploitation of Children and
Child Sexual Abuse in the Cook Islands: An Overview Report”, 2007, pp. 31-32.

44 UNICEF, “Commercial Sexual Exploitation of Children and Child Sexual Abuse in
Vanuatu: A Situation Analysis”, 2004, p. 18.
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eight-year-old girl by a 22 year-old man was considered by youth in the area
to have been linked to his practice of watching pornographic movies.45

Girls and children who have been abused are sworn to silence and secrecy.
The Internet provides a new means to produce and distribute pornographic
images secretly, instantly and globally.

E.  Child trafficking and child sex tourism

In the Pacific, there are cases of children being trafficked or
transported from one place to another for profit through formal and
informal relationships. In Papua New Guinea, the formal exchange of
young girls for a price – either as labourers, sexual partners or child
brides – appears to be more common practice. The term, “cash and carry”
girls, is given to child brides bought by Sepik vanilla farmers from remote
border village areas of Sandaun Province; a case is documented in the
Papua New Guinea study in which three girls were bought for 15,000,
19,000 and 20,000 kina respectively. Children are also being trafficked
from across the provincial borders. One case was reported of a middle-aged
married local businessman from Maprik in Sepik province making a down
payment of almost 4000 kina for a local Papuan girl 15 years of age. The
victim has since given birth to his child.46

Children throughout the region are often moved from one place to
another for economic reasons without it being defined as child trafficking.
For instance, the Fiji situation analysis report highlights incidents of
informal adoptions which provide opportunities for sexual exploitation and
sexual abuse, particularly when children are adopted to assist parents or
families manage education or other costs. Openness to adopting is part of
Pacific cultures in which the nuclear family is not the basic social unit.
This attitude towards adopting children had led to abuses of children. An
example is given of the New South Wales, Australia, police investigating
15 cases of children “adopted” and taken to Australia, where they were
used as sex slaves by Australian males. All of the cases involved men

45 ESCAP and UNICEF, “A Situational Analysis of Child Sexual Abuse and the
Commercial Sexual Exploitation of Children in Papua New Guinea”, 2005, p. 75.

46 ESCAP and UNICEF, “A Situational Analysis of Child Sexual Abuse and
the Commercial Sexual Exploitation of Children in Papua New Guinea”, 2005,
pp. 23-24.
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abusing the Fijian boys they had “adopted”.47 In another case, parents sold
their three daughters to an expatriate male in exchange for money and
goods (such as a digital camera and clothes). The expatriate was charged
and sentenced to jail but is currently appealing his case. Two of the girls
have returned to their community, while the third is a sex worker in
Suva.48

In all of the CSEC reports which identified exploitation of children
by foreigners, child sex tourism or cases of tourists seeking out sexual
favours from children, their extent was limited. In Papua New Guinea,
local and expatriate skilled workers who earned large incomes from
managing logging sites travelled to Port Moresby for rest and recreation
and were reportedly willing to pay 500-1000 kina per night for young girls.
Many child sex workers reported that local land and resource owners were
also among their “best” or “favoured” clients.49 Both foreigners and locals
were involved. In Vanuatu, taxi drivers organized “meetings” with children
for tourists and in Solomon Islands there have been cases of young girls
“married” and taken abroad by foreigners and then left stranded in
neighbouring countries, as well as cases of young boys being sexually
exploited by visiting foreigners.

47 Ofelia Calcetas-Santos, “Report of the Special Rapporteur on the sale of children,
child prostitution and child pornography, report on mission to Fiji” (27 December
1999), Commission on Human Rights, (E/CN.4/2000/73/Add.3).

48 ESCAP, “Commercial Sexual Exploitation and Sexual Abuse of Children in Fiji: A
Situation Analysis”, 2005, p. 16.

49 ESCAP and UNICEF, “A Situational Analysis of Child Sexual Abuse and the
Commercial Sexual Exploitation of Children in Papua New Guinea”, 2005, p. 69.
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The CSEC and CSA situation analysis reports reflect changing
Pacific island cultures in which traditional and customary practices that are
oppressive to children, particularly the girl child, nevertheless persist.
Some of these practices – bride price, early marriage and informal
adoption of children – are now a conduit for CSEC. As the region grows
and changes amidst development activities and the introduction of new
industries, influences on culture and gender relations may change to bring
about greater equality and less oppressive practices.

Traditional Pacific island culture is expressed in the form of chants,
traditional dance, lyrics, folklore and legends which depict tales of incest,
abuse, expressions of masculinity through sexual dominance and of femi-
ninity in forms of passive receptive pose, where women wait to be
dictated to by male lovers or a chief, reflecting long-held gender beliefs
that have been passed on through generations. Gender relations influence
children in the Pacific. The passive roles expected for women and girls
and the wide-ranging sexual landscape and experimentation expected for
men provide a conducive environment for sexual abuse and exploitation.
Traditions and gender relations can and need to be changed in order to
reduce girls’ risk of being commercially sexually exploited or abused.

The situation analysis reports describe responses from governmental
and non-governmental organizations in the region. Awareness programmes
in schools, communities, groups and churches, human rights training,
amendments to legislation (e.g. Papua New Guinea) and a range of
international, regional and country initiatives have been undertaken. While
these have had a considerable impact on raising awareness of CSEC and
CSA and have also led to an increase in the number of reported cases,
there needs to be a more concerted effort to address gender inequality and
the socio-cultural environment as root causes and significant contributing

CHAPTER V:
CONCLUSION



38 Pacific Perspectives on the Commercial Sexual Exploitation and
Sexual Abuse of Children and Youth

factors to the practice and tolerance of CSEC and CSA. Gender stereo-
types and inequality, the culture of silence and the expectation of confor-
mity from children must be discussed more openly within Pacific societies.
As societies continue to evolve along with culture and tradition, it is
important to recognize the aspects of culture and tradition that are detri-
mental to the progress of Pacific people, and children in particular, and to
address these in order to allow the region’s children to grow and thrive in
supportive and nurturing environments.
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INTRODUCTION50

50 On behalf of the University of the South Pacific (USP), the author wishes to
thank the organizers (ESCAP, ECPAT International and Save the Children Fiji) of
the Regional Stakeholders’ Consultation and Planning Workshop on Commercial
Sexual Exploitation of Children and Child Sexual Abuse in the Pacific, held from
19 to 21 November 2007 in Suva, Fiji, at which a presentation entitled “Pacific
islands societal context of sexual abuse and exploitation of children: social change
and vulnerability” was made, for including the University of the South Pacific
among the participants. The commercial sexual exploitation of children is emerg-
ing as a critical issue in virtually all Pacific island societies. As the premier
tertiary educational and research institution, through education and research, the
University of the South Pacific could be a most useful partner in generating
awareness about children’s vulnerability to sexual exploitation. Through education,
prevention and protection measures could be promoted and understanding of
rehabilitation processes of victims could be shared and understood. Outside of
Papua New Guinea, USP graduates are in the majority as secondary school
teachers and public servants. They could be of considerable service in the
promotion of awareness and effective measures related to dealing with child sexual
exploitation.

51 General Assembly resolution 34/180, annex.

The prominent advocates of the need to protect children and
promote their rights have come from outside, particularly from the United
Nations. United Nations treaties, such as the Convention on the Rights of
the Child and the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of
Discrimination against Women,51 to which several Pacific island States
have acceded, have been a catalyst for changes within some of these
countries. The human rights standards enshrined in these legal instruments
have guided the review of existing laws and the introduction of significant
new legislation, although enforcement issues remain. The rate of change in
the status of children and women as well other vulnerable groups,
however, depends on local stakeholders generating demand internally for
policies and actions to change existing conditions and on their holding
decision-makers accountable for such changes. A small number of non-
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52 Cook Islands, Fiji, Kiribati, Papua New Guinea, Samoa, Solomon Islands and
Vanuatu. The Cook Islands report was completed after the other five. A report on
Samoa is expected to be completed in 2008.

53 The Pacific Island Countries Trade Agreement is a free trade agreement grouping
many of the Pacific island countries, which came into force back in 2003. Its
objective is to strengthen regional integration and trade development through
creation of a single regional market and ultimately improve economic and social
development.

54 The Pacific Agreement on Closer Economic Relations includes Australia and New
Zealand. Pacific Agreement on Closer Economic Relations negotiations are to be
triggered by any negotiation toward free trade with another country or regional
entity. With the discussions that have already started with the European Union on
the Economic Partnership Agreement(s), Australia and New Zealand are keen to
begin negotiations relating to this Pacific Agreement.

governmental organizations (NGOs) and civil society groups in Papua New
Guinea and Fiji have been actively promoting human rights as well as
women and children’s rights specifically, but there is considerable room
for expanding demand for the promotion and protection of human rights in
these countries and all other Pacific States.

The Regional Stakeholders’ Consultation and Planning Workshop on
Commercial Sexual Exploitation of Children and Child Sexual Abuse in
the Pacific organized by ESCAP, ECPAT International and Save the
Children Fiji in November 2007 in Suva, Fiji, together with those consulta-
tions held previously in Bangkok and Nadi and the World Congress held
in Yokohama, Japan, as well as the research on CSA and CSEC in seven
Pacific island countries52 supported by those organizations, are critical to
the process of stimulating national level awareness and activities relating
to prevention and protection with regards to sexual exploitation of children
in the Pacific.

Pacific island societies are in rapid transition with very significant
and irreversible structural changes. Neo-liberal economic policies (“the
Washington Consensus”) and compliance with World Trade Organization
rules promoting free trade and regional trade agreements, such as the
Pacific Island Countries Trade Agreement,53 the Pacific Agreement on
Closer Economic Relations54 and the Economic Partnership Agreements
with the European Union, are pushing “market-led” economic processes to
the centre stage in island development policies. This means a fundamental
shift not only in Pacific economies but also social and cultural frame-
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works. Pacific islands’ institutions, values and norms are being transformed
at the same time as their economies and politics. The needs and aspira-
tions of island peoples, both at the levels of the individual and communi-
ties, have also been changing. Pacific island societies are extremely
vulnerable to the economic, social and political forces of globalization as
well as the influences of the media and the Internet. While everyone is
increasingly vulnerable, certain categories of the population – including
women and children – are especially so.

To meet and overcome the challenges faced by island peoples and
particularly women and children, there is a need for human rights advo-
cates and champions, changes in the law to secure and protect their rights,
and for research, education, networking and lobbying so that policy
changes and resources are made available to reduce their vulnerability and
increase their well-being.

Introduction
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It is very clear from the five country studies reviewed (Fiji,
Kiribati, Papua New Guinea, Solomon Islands and Vanuatu) and the
overview report on CSA and CSEC in the Pacific region55 that develop-
ment in these island States benefits groups and categories unequally. It is
clear that there are victims of development, individuals and groups ad-
versely affected by changes brought about in the name of development.
These changes can be examined from three standpoints: the individual
level, the community level and society as a whole.

At the individual level, a life cycle social protection approach may
be taken so that periods of high vulnerability such as early childhood,
childhood, youth and old age can be identified and policy measures
adopted.56

From the community standpoint, there is a need to examine how
communities are currently being affected and responding to changing
social and economic circumstances. Commercialization and urbanization
are making significant inroads into local communities. There are issues
relating to the degradation and disintegration of “old communities” and the
emergence of “new” and more “transient” ones. Changing individual and
group values, norms and integrative institutions as well as individual and
group dynamics need to be understood.

CHAPTER I:
DEVELOPMENT TRENDS

IN THE PACIFIC

55 ECPAT International, ESCAP and UNICEF, Child Sexual Abuse and Commercial
Sexual Exploitation of Children in the Pacific: A Regional Report (2006).

56 Asian Development Bank. <http://www.adb.org/SocialProtection/strat.asp>.
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At the national level, economic, social, cultural and political
changes have created numerous unprecedented challenges at the same time
as the policy space for national level decision-making is circumscribed by
global forces and regional agreements. At the heart of the social context of
exploitative relations generally, and those more specifically related to the
sexual exploitation of children, are various forms of social inequality.
These include inequalities based on gender, age, income and class, as well
as geographical disparities such as urban and rural differences and areas
that show relative wealth compared to those that are impoverished. It is
noteworthy that the very first CSEC workshop, the Pacific Regional
Workshop on Combating Poverty and Commercial Sexual Exploitation of
Children and Youth, held in September 2003 in Nadi included in its title
the word “poverty”. Until recently the term “poverty” was avoided, as
Pacific political leaders suffer from a “poverty denial syndrome”57 The
five country research reports on CSEC and the regional overview report
on CSA and CSEC show that the major contextual factors in relation to
CSEC are status inequality and disparities in income and access to
education and employment. In addition to these inequalities and evidence
of poverty, outdated and inadequate legislation, ineffective enforcement of
existing laws and institutional incapacity also contribute to CSEC and
CSA. Along with the current development changes occurring in many
Pacific countries, dysfunctional families and inadequate supervision by
parents and guardians add to the vulnerability of children.

These country reports and the regional report on CSA and CSEC
provide benchmark situational analysis and identify gaps in law, record
keeping and data generation as well as limitations on the capacity of
police and other service providers. They are also important advocacy
documents. As products of action research, the studies need to be used to
generate further research as well as educate and advocate for policy
changes. Policies must go beyond a narrowly legal angle or narrow focus
on child protection and cover the economic, social, cultural and political
causal factors behind CSEC and CSA. A child rights-based approach with
children at the centre will seek to remedy the many disadvantages that
most children suffer which make them vulnerable to failure to realize their
potential and to exploitation by predatory and opportunistic adults; often
those entrusted to look after them.

57 Naidu, V. (2001). “Opening doors to more inclusive societies”, ADB Poverty
Forum; Abbott and Pollard, 2004.
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A.  CSEC and CSA occurrence: past and present

Child sexual abuse and the commercial sexual exploitation of
children are not new in the Pacific islands region. Status differences
between men and women and between children and adults have provided
the context for both very protective social norms but also possible
institutional exploitation of those of low status. Bride price as a form of
social exchange between the wider kin has had both positive and negative
dimensions. Traditional forms of restorative justice also work to re-establish
positive relations between kinship groups whose relations had been soured
by, for instance, rape of a child or woman, but these forms do very little
for the victim. The sexual abuse of women, girls and children is not new
to this era. During the period when forced labour for plantations and
mines was common, which led to “black birding” and indentured labour,
those in positions of authority widely engaged with impunity in the sexual
abuse of young women bonded labourers.58 In the post-independence
period, CSA and CSEC as well as violence against women have been
present but hidden from public scrutiny for much of the time. However,
the wider education of women and the presence of women’s rights
advocacy groups have resulted in more and more persons enabled to
report on sexual and other forms of violence against women. Thus, two
sets of changes have come together in drawing the attention of
policymakers to CSA and CSEC as well as to violence against women and
children: the increasing incidence of these offences due to societal changes
and the willingness of victims to report the violations. Social changes
affecting kinship groups and the family are significant in this transforma-
tion and create opportunities for acting on both CSA and CSEC.

58 European settlers found it difficult to recruit workers from among the warring
tribes to work on their plantations. Some resorted to kidnapping or luring
unsuspecting people visiting other Pacific islands onto ships and taking them to
work on the plantations.  The practice occurred primarily between the 1860s and
1901.

Chapter I:  Development Trends in the Pacific
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Pacific island societies have undergone tremendous changes in a
rather short span of time. These changes have affected individual Pacific
island countries differently, and within each country, the nature of change
has varied from place to place. Generally speaking, pre-existing community
organizations based on kinship – together with existing safety nets for
vulnerable individuals and groups – have been stretched and are breaking
down with changing values and norms. Each of the five country studies
and the regional report on CSA and CSEC highlighted that emerging
social problems and the increased vulnerability of children, women, youth,
the disabled and the elderly require new policies and institutions to fill the
gap left by disintegrating kinship-based organizations.

Some of the social changes that have occurred in most Pacific
countries have affected how people relate to each other. Relatively stable
and sedentary small, extended family- or sublineage-based communities,
which interact face-to-face, are being replaced by more mobile nuclear
family and single parent households, as societies have become increasingly
non-agricultural, urbanized and monetized. In Papua New Guinea, Solomon
Islands and Vanuatu, more than 80 per cent of the people live off the land
in rural areas. However, these countries have high population growth rates
and even higher rates of urbanization. Fiji, the other Melanesian country
that has been researched, has already experienced a shift in its population
distribution in favour of towns and cities. In addition, there is a very large
youth bulge in the population structure of nearly all Pacific island coun-
tries, with the proportion of young people below the age of 30 constituting
over 60 per cent of the population in all of the Melanesian and
Micronesian States. Rapid urbanization, together with low economic
growth, has meant that employment opportunities in urban areas have fallen
far short of the demand for jobs. Infrastructure and services such as roads,
housing, water and electricity supply and health and educational services

CHAPTER II:
SOCIAL CHANGES
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have not kept up with urban growth. As a result, informal or squatter
settlements have mushroomed, as has informal [and hence unstable] employ-
ment as well as social problems including crime and substance abuse. For
many people, there is also a sense of social exclusion and deprivation.

The urban milieu of Port Moresby, Suva, Honiara, South Tarawa,
Vila and Lae are quite different from the hamlets and villages from which
many urban dwellers or their ancestors came. While kinship may continue
to be important, its significance is no longer central. In many cases, the
immediate neighbourhood is no longer made up of relatives but people
from other areas of the country who, in the case of Melanesians, often
speak different languages. Even in places where there is a concentration of
wantoks (“one talk”) or people from the same area of origin or language
group, they are likely to be unrelated. Under these circumstances, relations
are increasingly impersonal and there is greater anonymity and diminished
social control for many Pacific families, children and youth.

Inequality and poverty have increased in virtually all Pacific island
countries. In Papua New Guinea and Fiji, distinct income categories have
emerged ranging from a small minority that can be labelled millionaires to a
large majority that live near or below the national poverty line. Wage levels
are generally low and often under the poverty line, particularly in unskilled
and semi-skilled work.59 Domestic, retail, restaurant and hotel work as well
as small-scale informal sector activities generate extremely low income. Yet,
as many necessities are imported, the cost of living can be quite high
relative to wages. It is therefore little wonder that poverty and hardship in
the region have risen such that currently, in every Pacific country, there are
people who cannot afford to meet their basic needs. The proportion of such
persons varies from around 12 per cent in Cook Islands to more than 50 per
cent in Kiribati. Papua New Guinea, Fiji, Solomon Islands and Vanuatu
have poverty levels that range from 30 to 40 per cent.60

Income inequality and poverty research has been based on house-
hold income and expenditure surveys that do not break down data by
individual members of the household. It is therefore difficult to measure

59 Narsey, W. (2006). Report on the 2002-03 Household and Income and Expenditure
Survey (Vanuavou Publications), Suva.

60 Abbott, D. and S. Pollard,(2004) Hardship and Poverty in the Pacific, Asian
Development Bank, Manila.
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how poverty specifically affects women and children. What the survey data
analyses do provide is a clear indication that there is a growing proportion
of Pacific island people living in poverty as well as highly unequal income
distribution, which in many cases is greater than in Asian countries.61 The
data also shows an increasing number of female-headed households living
in poverty and the feminization of poverty. The household income and
expenditure survey data fails to show the proportion of children in poverty,
but it can be concluded that with more and more households falling below
the poverty line, child poverty is definitely on the increase. It is evident
from the reports that while all children can become victims of sexual
exploitation, the most vulnerable children are those who are poor.

Poverty and hardship combine with elitist and exclusionary educa-
tional systems in Pacific island countries to push large numbers of children
out of schools. Education in these countries is neither free nor compulsory.
Even in countries where there is tuition-free education, other costs that
schools impose – such as uniforms, books and stationery, bus fares, school
lunches, etc. – make schooling expensive and unaffordable for poor
families and those with many children. It is therefore not unusual for
children from such families to drop out of school.62 These children and
youth suffer from poverty of opportunity, as there are no or very few other
avenues by which to acquire skills for work. Vocational training facilities
are extremely limited. In Papua New Guinea, Solomon Islands and
Vanuatu, relatively large numbers of children, especially girls, do not go to
school at all because there are too few schools.

“Out-of-school” children are far more vulnerable to CSA and CSEC
than those attending school. They tend to be left alone or under the
supervision of relatives and neighbours. When parents are at work, other
adults can and do take advantage of such children. Moreover, with
extremely few opportunities for training and employment, children with
limited or no schooling can be drawn into sexual exploitation for commer-
cial gain. Poor households tend to accept the earnings of girls and young
women without questioning where they come from or deliberately ignore
involvement in the exploitative sex industry. This is clearly illustrated in

61 Ibid.
62 Save the Children Fiji (2006). Stop CSEC: Commercial Sexual Exploitation of

Children and Sexual Abuse of Children in Fiji: A Situational Analysis (Suva).
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the case of te korekoreas,63 who are generally poorly educated or without
education and come from poor families.64 The Papua New Guinea study
reported several cases where girls – and one boy – were selling sex and
the people with whom they stayed were accepting part of their earnings
without question. The Papua New Guinea study also told the story of a
man who lived off of the earnings of his wife and daughter from selling
sex.65 The Vanuatu study described a large extended family comprising
mothers and daughters involved in the sex business.66

The increasing presence of street children in some urban centres in
Pacific island countries is a manifestation of growing numbers of dysfunc-
tional families and the neglect of children by the biological and social
parents. The five country reports drew attention to the special vulnerability
of children from rural areas who are sent to stay with relatives in towns to
attend school. In many instances, these children are not given the support
expected and end up in the streets, as do children from dysfunctional
homes who may have violent and abusive parents. Without the support of
wider kin groups found in rural areas, these children survive by their wits
with limited assistance from civil society groups. The Papua New Guinea
and Solomon Islands studies clearly showed the vulnerability of street girls
and boys to sexual exploitation and their willingness to sell their bodies to
earn their keep.

Aside from income inequality among individuals and households
which affect people’s life chances, especially children and youth, there is
pre-existing status differentiation that continues to affect categories of the
population. Gender and age play significant roles in determining social

63 With the arrival of fishing ships from distant nations (China, Japan and the
Republic of Korea) in the 1970s in the port towns of Fiji, there emerged a
category of young prostitutes called kaba waqa. The term literally means “those
who climbed the boat”.  Te korekorea is a term used in Kiribati to describe
women who have sex with Korean seafarers.

64 UNICEF (2004). “Commercial Sexual Abuse of Children and Child Sexual Abuse
in the Republic of Kiribati: A Situational Analysis” (unpublished).

65 ESCAP and UNICEF (2005). “A Situational Analysis of Child Sexual Abuse and
the Commercial Sexual Exploitation of Children in Papua New Guinea” (unpub-
lished).

66 UNICEF (2004). “Commercial Sexual Exploitation of Children and Child Abuse in
Vanuatu: A Situational Analysis” (unpublished).
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relationships and vulnerability. Girls and women generally have much
lower status than boys and men in Melanesia, even in cultures that
are primarily matrilineal. Patriarchal systems also pervade in Polynesia and
Micronesia. Girls and women are circumscribed in their activities, which
are generally limited to the domestic sphere, and they are expected to
obey their male relatives and elders. They are perceived as “belonging to”
or “controlled by” their parents (especially fathers) and male siblings.

In a similar manner, children and youth are subordinate to adults,
especially male adults, whom they are expected to respect and obey
without questioning. As in the case of girls and women, children are
supposed to be protected by their male relatives, hence their subordination
to them, but this also makes them vulnerable to exploitative parents and
immediate kin. As confirmed by the regional overview report, children
sexually abused by close adult kin such as a father, brother, cousin, uncle
or grandparent tend to be drawn into CSEC.

Relatively absent in rural areas, dance halls, pubs, clubs and
nightclubs are common in urban centres. These places of entertainment are
a major attraction for young people. All five country studies confirmed
their significance in exposing children and youth to alcohol and sex. Two
country reports and the regional overview report also cited teenagers
becoming involved in selling sex out of boredom. This presumably has to
do with the absence of alternative, appropriate activities to preoccupy
them.

Reference has been made above to the vulnerability of out-of-school
children and youth to CSA and CSEC. Their exposure to sex and
substance abuse as well as places of entertainment is enhanced by peer
pressure. Peer groups provide friendship and support to children and
youth. They can play a positive role in their development, but can also
lead them to experiment with alcohol, marijuana and other drugs, visit
cinemas, dance halls, pubs and nightclubs, and ultimately sell themselves
for sex. The role of peer pressure was clearly illustrated by stories in the
Papua New Guinea study of school-going girls and young women who had
been encouraged by their friends into CSEC. This study also highlighted
the “demonstration effect” on close friends of the lifestyles of those
teenagers engaged in selling sex. Their ability to buy clothes of their
choice, go to cinemas, buy drinks and more generally have “fun” drew
others into selling their bodies.

Chapter II:  Social Changes
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Virtually all Pacific island countries are characterized by dualistic
economies featuring enclave economic activities. This means that there is a
“traditional sector” of the economy based on subsistence and semi-subsis-
tence agricultural livelihoods and a monetized sector that is “modern”. The
former is dominant in rural hinterland areas and the latter is found in
urban locations. Development has been extremely uneven such that certain
regions are characterized by systems of production, accumulation and
distribution that are largely monetized, whereas other places remain largely
in the subsistence or semi-subsistence mode with strong kinship ties and
local community solidarity. The former have modern transportation and
communication systems, and the latter face numerous difficulties in terms
of roads, shipping, air transportation and telecommunication. Added to this
dualism are pockets or enclaves of economic activity in largely traditional
subsistence and smallholder farming areas that are “modern”. Such produc-
tive or service-oriented activities include logging, mining, fisheries and
plantation agriculture or cash cropping as well as activities related to
running tourist resorts. As in the urban areas, these enclaves provide wage
employment and other opportunities to earn cash.

Under these conditions, there are both spatial and socio-economic
disparities. In nearly all rural areas where “traditional” economic activities
are based on household labour and smallholder farming, people are
generally cash strapped and cash poor. Opportunities for wage employment
are limited and there is often movement of younger and more highly
motivated individuals to towns and cities. Enclave areas also attract such
persons. In these areas, characterized by a preponderance of male workers
both local and from other regions and foreign countries, there is a demand
for a range of goods and services from neighbouring areas. Among those
services is sex. Alcohol consumption and gambling are also part of the
itinerant worker’s life. In addition to generating demand for commercial
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sex or prostitution, which draws young women and men below the age of
18, individuals are able to purchase “wives” from poor families. Thus girls
as young as 10 or 12 years of age in Papua New Guinea and Solomon
Islands have been “sold” by their fathers to rich vanilla growers and
loggers. . In Kiribati, the te kokoreas emerged to serve the sexual demand
of Korean, Taiwanese and Japanese crews of fishing fleets that periodically
visit Betio in South Tarawa.

Urban centres such as Port Moresby, Suva, Honiara, Vila and South
Tarawa not only have relatively “cash rich” foreigners, businessmen,
politicians, pastors, public servants, other “high shots” as well as visiting
landowners and farmers with their windfall of royalty payments or cash
from the sale of commodities such as vanilla, coffee or kava, but also
have very many more poor people. The latter generally live in the
informal settlements that have become integral to urban development. As
in the case of economic enclaves, there is a range of services demanded
by those with purchasing power from those not so well placed. Sexual
services are sought from women, men, girls and boys by men with money.
In both enclave areas and urban centres, men with money co-exist with
impecunious women and children. Periodic large disposable incomes have
led to a sex tourism industry involving vanilla farmers and recipients of
royalty payments in Papua New Guinea who travel to West Papuan towns.
The latter are perceived to be places where sex can be bought more
cheaply and presumably there is easier access to very young sex provid-
ers.67

In addition to an income gap and poverty of opportunities, certain
places and persons facilitate sexual liaisons and exploitation. Particularly
in urban centres, there are pubs, bars, dance halls, nightclubs, “guest
houses” and hotels which provide the social milieu for encounters between
clients and sexual service providers, including children under the age of
18. All five country studies and the regional report identified such places
as being of considerable significance in the commercial sexual exploitation
of children. In addition to these entertainment sites, security guards, taxi

67 According to the reports, there is a gradation of sex workers. In the lowest rung
are those girls and women (and boys and men) who solicit in the streets and
whose charges are “low”. In the upper rungs are those who operate out of clubs
and hotels and whose rates are much higher. In all cases, younger persons are
deemed to be especially marketable.
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drivers, hotel workers and family members of children and youth under 18
act as go-between persons in the islands’ sex business. These persons, and
those running some of the businesses, make their living from the sex
industry and usually turn a blind eye to the exploitation of children.
Indeed, it is evident from the country reports that younger sex workers are
more in demand and are recruited by pimps and experienced older sex
workers.

Among the range of leisure and entertainment services now avail-
able and expected in Pacific island States are movie theatres and home
videos. The boundaries of moral standards have continued to shift with the
onslaught of films from Hollywood and other places. Numerous formal
and informal video outlets have sprung up in towns and cities and even in
remote rural areas. Besides offering a business opportunity for some, these
video shops have also been the source of sexually explicit and even
pornographic material. Additionally, they can provide a significant incen-
tive for the production of local pornographic films that exploit vulnerable
children, especially girls. This dimension is discussed further under the
section entitled “Cultural Changes”.

Relatively poor economic growth, stagnation of rural areas and lack
of expansion in the labour market have led to proportionately large
numbers of young persons being unemployed and underemployed. Pressure
for free trade in the current era of globalization is likely to further worsen
the economic situation in island States of the Pacific. Without jobs and
adequate training in self-employment skills, these young men and women
desperately seek alternative sources of income. From the Papua New
Guinea report it is clear that many young men have taken to crime,
including theft, burglary and robbery with violence. Some of them have
also become violent sexual offenders. Attempted and actual rapes as well
as sexual abuse of children have increased in Fiji, Papua New Guinea and
Solomon Islands. These latter types of crimes have also been committed
by relatively older men. Young women and girls, on the other hand, have
taken to selling their bodies. This trend was starkly presented in the
reports on Papua New Guinea and Kiribati. In Fiji, too, it was reported
that some school girls can be contacted on their mobile phones by motel
receptionists for sexual liaisons with much older men who have expressed
their desire for certain types of young girls. The Solomon Islands report
mentioned street children earning money by prostituting themselves to
visiting fishing boat crews.

Chapter III:  Economic Changes
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While most of CSA and CSEC is committed by local citizens of
Pacific island countries, poverty in the islands has also begun to attract
foreign paedophiles. The Fiji report drew attention to the sinister adop-
tion68 of poor children for the purposes of sexual abuse by older Austra-
lian men. In at least one case of successful prosecution, literally hundreds
of sexually graphic images of children being violated were found in the
computer of the perpetrator. The prosecution of this person was well
publicized nationally and in the region. Less widely known was the sudden
resignation of about half a dozen other, mainly Australian, men from
senior management positions in private and public organizations and their
abrupt departure at the time of the arrest of the perpetrator. It is assumed
by women’s and children right’s advocates that these men were part of the
ring of paedophiles that had been established in Fiji.

Visiting yachtsmen and tourists have also been drawn to children in
the islands. The open and trusting attitudes of parents and local communi-
ties to visitors, especially in the more remote rural regions, can be taken
advantage of by those who seek to photograph and film children in the
nude and, worst still, the sexual abuse of children.

68 This is defined as adoption of a child for purpose of exploitation or abuse.
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The economic transformation of Pacific island countries has pro-
duced dualistic hybrid economies. So, too, have changes resulted in a
complex mix of traditional, neo-traditional and modern Western forms of
culture. Global communication and media networks have drawn even the
most remote Pacific island countries into their spheres of influence.
Money has become a primary lubricant in socio-cultural relations and vies
with kinship for relative significance. Yet certain historical and neo-
traditional values, norms, institutions and relations have persisted over
time, among these gender relations. As mentioned under the section
entitled “Social Changes”, gender relations in Pacific island communities
are primarily patriarchal. Even in matriarchal systems, the trend has been
towards male dominance, facilitated by the church, economy and State.

Women and children have low status in virtually all Pacific island
societies, but their status is particularly low in Melanesia. They are
regarded as wards of their male relatives and are to submit to their
wishes. This subordination of women and girls to men and their lack of
voice in the wider community indicate a “culture of silence” around
many gender issues, including violence and sexual abuse, which is ex-
tended to children, who have even lower standing. So-called “customs of
respect” permeate the relations between families of men of status such as
chiefs and “big men”. Again, abuse by those who belong to higher ranks
of those of lower status can continue without notice and even be ac-
cepted as the norm.

The traditional status of women combined with recent changes has
made them very vulnerable. Apart from their lower status, women’s lack
of ownership and control over land and other resources mean that men
are the main beneficiaries of the use of these resources, and women and
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children their dependents. Where norms and values of mutual respect
and reciprocity prevail, women and children are protected and safe,
although there are numerous instances where men take advantage of their
economic clout. Thus in Papua New Guinea and neighbouring West
Papua, fathers and stepfathers have sold their daughters to older,
wealthier men for economic gain, with the daughters having no recourse.
Some of these girls and young women have been physically, sexually and
psychologically abused. There is little support for them in the community
and it is reported that a number have turned to selling their bodies to
survive.

Attention has been drawn to customary forms of restorative justice
which rebuild relations between groups and allow communities to carry
on with little social disruption, but which do not address the life-long
challenges faced by individual victims. In many instances it is expected
that the perpetrator of sexual abuse of a girl or young women will court
and marry her. This may entail longer-term abuse and violence against the
victim.

Traditional practices such as bride price and informal adoption have
become controversial by covering for CSA and CSEC. The use of money
in bride price exchanges has meant that, in some instances, young girls
were “sold” a number of times and often the “highest bidder” was able to
claim the bride. Examples of abuse of bride price were provided by the
Papua New Guinea, Solomon Islands and Vanuatu reports. The Papua New
Guinea report cited the case of a medical doctor paying bride price for a
ten-year old. Banning the use of money in bride price exchange is a step in
the right direction, but the influence of money in such exchanges cannot
be stamped out.

A major factor in inhibiting the prevention of CSA and CSEC is
that of cultural taboos relating to open discussion about sexual matters,
especially among close kin and in places such as churches and schools.
This means that there are few or no avenues to educate people and
generate awareness relating to sex, sexual and reproductive health, contra-
ception and abortion and CSA and CSEC. In Solomon Islands, where sex
and reproductive education is part of the high school curriculum, most
teachers have eschewed teaching the subject because it is culturally
sensitive and they do not feel confident about teaching it. Church pastors,
who are largely schooled in Victorian Christian values, have been a major
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impediment to open discussion relating to sexual education. It is little
wonder that in Kiribati, there was concern expressed about whether the
Church was an appropriate place to discuss CSA and CSEC.69

Due to these cultural taboos, children and adolescents grow up
ignorant about their own bodies and the physical and psychological
changes affecting them. They are also completely unaware of their rights
and the ways in which existing laws (however obsolescent) protect them.
The country reports showed that, as a result, children and adolescents can
be taken advantage of by older persons, especially close kin.

Ironically, while group norms can be the basis of women’s and
children’s vulnerability, the loosening of group solidarity and assertion of
individual freedom may also lead to increased vulnerability to CSA and
CSEC. Population mobility and urbanization have eroded the influence of
extended families and sublineage groups and increased the influence of
nuclear families. In the more impersonal setting of urban areas, where
Western lifestyles and forms of entertainment dominate, young people no
longer fear the sanctions of their community groups. They engage in
behaviour and adopt attitudes that can be detrimental to their well-being.

Such attitudinal and behavioural changes are encouraged by new
forms of entertainment and relaxation that include the consumption of
alcohol and, increasingly, marijuana and other drugs. Substance abuse is
not limited to urban and peri-urban areas. It has extended to rural places
where, besides “Western brew”, home brew concoctions and marijuana are
consumed. Contributing to the cognitive and behavioural changes of chil-
dren and youth are movies shown on television and in cinemas and home
videos. Young people are regularly exposed to many forms of violence and
sexually explicitness. As Western lifestyles are generally perceived to
represent a higher form of existence, there is a tendency to adopt them.
Such changes can be seen in hair styles, dress, modes of communication
and language, the consumption of beverages and food, appreciation of
music and the growing appetite for Hollywood movies that portray vio-
lence and sex. Soft pornographic material in music videos and digital
video discs (DVDs) are readily available, and the country reports on
Kiribati, Papua New Guinea and Solomon Islands referred to easily

69 UNICEF (2004). “Commercial Sexual Abuse of Children and Child Sexual Abuse
in the Republic of Kiribati: A Situational Analysis” (unpublished).
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accessible hard core pornographic videos. In Kiribati, a local hotel was
reported to have these on its audio-visual entertainment menu, and in Papua
New Guinea there are late night showings of sexually explicit videos even
in rural localities. Pornographic material has also become available through
visiting ship crews, returning Pacific island seafarers and other travellers.
The viewing of such videos has been seen as a contributing factor in the
increased incidents of sexual abuse and violence committed against
children and women. The Papua New Guinea report cited cases of pack
rape of women and even young men by drunken and “stoned” youths who
had been watching pornographic videos.

The digital divide may be a blessing in disguise from the perspec-
tive of CSA and CSEC in Pacific island countries. With so many people
without access to electricity and computers, the Internet is beyond the
reach of most for the moment. A vast majority of island people simply do
not have the means of accessing the thousands of sex and pornographic
sites that exist in cyberspace. However, the Internet is in use in virtually
all of the capitals of Pacific States. In addition to organizations such as
government departments and businesses, an increasing number of middle
and upper class islander families have home and laptop computers and
Internet connections. As in the case of most other countries in the world,
home computers can be used to access sex sites. Even apparently innocu-
ous sites may carry sexually explicit materials. The threat to children is
that they can be drawn to such sites and can also become engaged in chat
rooms relating to sexual activity.
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Virtually all Pacific island States are creations of colonialism, which
defined their territorial boundaries, organization, structure and processes.
Previously existing small communities that were based on tribal organiza-
tion and/or individual islands have been incorporated into much larger
political entities. Political power has been centralized, spatially, gender and
age-wise as well as more generally along the lines of dominant and
subordinate groups. The latter groups could be based on such ascribed
characteristics as birth (aristocrat or non-aristocrat), ethnicity and/or geo-
graphy. Social status differences are generally linked to power differences.
Power relations can be a major factor in sexual abuse at the individual
level. Gender-based violence and violence against children can be seen in
the context of the disparity in power between men, women and children
and as an assertion of men’s culturally sanctioned dominance. Evidence
provided by each of the five country studies and the regional report on
CSA and CSEC showed that some of those in positions of authority over
children have abused their power. Among those involved were fathers and
stepfathers, teachers, pastors and priests, public officials and politicians,
employers and policemen. Some in positions of authority and with responsi-
bility for disabled persons have also done so.

At the national level, it is apparent that policies – generally driven
by politically and economically powerful men – often have negative social
and environmental consequences. For much of the post-colonial period,
little has been done to update legislation relating to the protection of
vulnerable groups, especially children and youth. Resource allocations to
meet the needs of children, youth, women and the disabled have been
grossly inadequate. Much work remains to be done to sensitize those in
authority (mostly men) to address issues affecting children, youth, women
and those who are disabled.

CHAPTER V:
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Children and women are most adversely affected by political insta-
bility resulting from conflict over State power in which political factions
based on personality, ethnicity and/or religion are involved. Under such
circumstances, the rule of law breaks down and unemployed young men
are mobilized by factions to serve their respective political agendas. In
Fiji, both military and police have been used by coup conspirators to serve
their interests. In the 1987 and 2000 coups, groups of unruly young men
engaged in violence, looting and arson of shops and homes. In Solomon
Islands, during the period of civil strife (“tension”) lasting from 1998 to
2003, armed factions fought each other and began to rule certain parts of
the country. Individuals in these groups as well as others took advantage
of the absence of law and order to sexually abuse girls and young women.
Both the Solomon Islands and Fiji reports pointed to increased incidents
of sexual abuse and rapes (including pack rapes) during periods of
political instability and mob violence. In both countries there were large
numbers of people displaced during 2000 as fear gripped law abiding
citizens. The crowded conditions in shelters posed further challenges to the
protection of children and young women.
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A combination of social, economic, cultural and political changes in
the Pacific island countries provides the context for increased child and
youth vulnerability to sexual abuse and commercial sexual exploitation. In
these countries, forms of male dominance have been enhanced for men
with relatively large disposable incomes amidst growing income inequality
and poverty. Previous status differences between men, and women and
children have been reinforced by the current economic dependence of the
latter two. This, in turn, is further reinforced by differences in power. The
lack of protective laws has contributed to male advantage over children
and women. A range of abuses are committed against those of lower
social status, those who are economically dependent and those who are
politically powerless. In all of the five countries researched, such persons
included children and women. These disparities make them vulnerable to
male violence and sexual predation, including CSA and CSEC. To some
extent, individual victims have acted on their own volition with respect to
CSEC, but in the current socio-economic environment there is much
demand for sexual services, especially from those who profit from them.

Global governance and human rights standards as reflected in the
Convention on the Rights of the Child and the Convention on the
Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women, the provisions
of which are being promoted by ESCAP, ECPAT International, UNICEF
and others in the Pacific region, can be used for ensuring accountability of
those who are obligated to protect human rights. A number of Pacific
island countries have acceded to these conventions and have also signed
on to the Stockholm Declaration and Agenda for Action against Commer-
cial Sexual Exploitation of Children (1996) and the International Labour
Organization Convention 182 on the Worst Forms of Child Labour. If the
signing of such international treaties and agreements is to go beyond the
accession process, intra-country demand must be generated for the various
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forms of protection, prevention and rehabilitation that are incorporated
therein. Duty bearers need to be held accountable by citizens of Pacific
countries.

The five country research studies on CSA and CSEC and the
regional overview report provide extremely useful baseline studies of
sexual abuse and exploitation in Pacific island countries. These are most
useful documents for education and advocacy and for stimulating further
research on the social, cultural, economic, political, legal and psychologi-
cal dimensions of CSA and CSEC as well as the provision of services for
protection, prevention and rehabilitation.

The Regional Stakeholders’ Consultation and Planning Workshop on
Commercial Sexual Exploitation of Children and Child Sexual Abuse in
the Pacific, at which country studies and the regional overview report on
CSA and CSEC were shared, provided a good understanding of the current
situations and commitments of countries. The Workshop was action-oriented
and participants strategized on how best to progress regionally and
nationally towards generating awareness and education on CSA and CSEC
to stimulate policies to protect children from these violations of their
persons and human rights.
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INTRODUCTION

The commercial sexual exploitation of children (CSEC) is a global
matter that can no longer remain in the shadows of the world’s conscious-
ness. No Government, community or family can either pretend that it does
not exist or justify its existence. However, it would be wrong to assume
that child sexual abuse is any more prevalent in the Pacific than it is
anywhere else in the world.

CSEC includes some forms of early or child marriage, child prostitu-
tion, child pornography and child sex tourism. It is distinct from incest or
abuse within the family, as a commercial element or intent is always
present, whether in the form of money or gifts in kind. Child pornography
exchanged via the Internet is becoming increasingly widespread, which has
also affected the Pacific.

While the convergence of traditional practices and urban, Western-
influenced lifestyles in the Pacific has the potential to offer young people
an opportunity to enjoy the best of both worlds, there is an urgent need to
address the prevalence of attitudes, customs and practices which perpetuate
violence against – and exploitation of – women, girls and boys, which is
often exacerbated by poverty.

Neglect, lack of proper supervision and otherwise poor parenting
have all been identified as contributing to the abuse and exploitation of
Pacific island children. In order to address the vulnerability of children
within evolving family structures and lifestyles, there is a critical need to
strengthen the capacity of families and communities to ensure protective
safeguards for children.

All types of abuse, whether physical, sexual or emotional or in the
form of neglect, have one thing in common; that is they carry emotional
and psychological trauma which has a long-lasting effect on the victim’s
life. Therefore, it is crucial that prevention strategies not only include
strengthened protection measures linked with the legal and justice sectors,
but also, within broader society, include efforts to change attitudes towards
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violence against women and children. Pacific society must reject its
tolerance and acceptance of violence in resolving conflicts or the expres-
sion of anger and also challenge the culture of silence which too often
plays a part in perpetuating existing forms of violence.

Child abusers come from all walks of life and include respected
members of society. Local offenders normally see a child as an object;
they do not care about his or her age. The foreign abusers of children are
usually regular visitors or residents of countries in the Pacific, who
normally have been able to gain the trust and protection of those around
them; yet the children they have abused receive little by way of legal,
financial or any other form of assistance or protection. There are only a
handful of cases that have been through the legal process.

There is a growing awareness among Pacific island Governments of
children’s rights and the need to protect children from violations of their
rights, particularly from sexual abuse and exploitation. This is reflected in
the Pacific-wide ratification of the Convention on the Rights of the Child.
In addition, the signing of the Stockholm Declaration and Agenda for
Action by many Pacific island Governments (Cook Islands, Fiji, Marshall
Islands, Micronesia (Federated States of), Papua New Guinea, Samoa,
Tonga and Vanuatu) indicates their commitment to end sexual exploitation
of children. Governments and non-governmental organizations (NGOs) have
taken initial steps to address sexual violence and the abuse and
exploitation of children by raising public awareness and providing some
services to affected children.

There remains, however, an absence of comprehensive, well-
resourced and well-planned local, national and regional efforts to address
sexual violence against children in the Pacific region.70 The country
studies noted a need for a holistic, inter-departmental approach to protect
children from sexual abuse and sexual exploitation. Emphasis was put on
the inadequacy of policies, legislation and institutions for child protection
as well as the lack of services to assist families in need and child victims.
The country studies also underscored the need for further awareness-raising,
advocacy and training on women’s and children’s rights.71

70 ESCAP, as a regional organization considers the Pacific as a subregion; however,
in this paper which focuses exclusively on the Pacific, the word “region” is used.

71 ECPAT International, ESCAP and UNICEF, Child Sexual Abuse and Commercial
Sexual Exploitation of Children in the Pacific: A Regional Report (2006).
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It is clear from the situational analyses reports that the geographical
isolation of the Pacific islands has not made Pacific peoples, including
children, immune to the impacts of current forms of globalization, which
drive increased mobility of people, a monetized economy and consumerist
values, new information and communications technology and so forth at a
very rapid pace. High population growth, rapid urbanization, low levels of
employment, dependence on exports of raw materials and extractive indus-
tries, import of basic foods, increased reliance on tourism and male-
dominated fishing, logging and mining industries are the economic pre-
conditions for exploiting vulnerable children and youth, especially girls
and young women.

The evolution from subsistence to cash economies has been a
catalyst for the creation of a new Pacific society, where material wealth is
sought after, often at the expense of values centred on the family unit or
community. Rapid economic development, whether based on tourism or
extractive industries, without the provision of social safety nets has driven
the emergence of cash poverty and social degradation. The following can
be risk factors for, or contribute to, the commercial sexual exploitation of
children:

· economic conditions, especially rural poverty, brought about by inequi-
table economic development policies, the erosion of the agricultural
sector and widespread environmental degradation;

· rural to urban migration and the growth of urban industrial centres;

· gender inequality and discriminatory practices;

· responsibility to support families thrust upon children;

· shift from subsistence to cash-based economies;

CHAPTER I:
BACKGROUND
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· increased consumerism;

· family disintegration and dysfunction;

· growth in the number of homeless children;

· lack of employment or vocational opportunities for a large youth
population;

· lack of laws and law enforcement; and

· discrimination against ethnic minorities.

National poverty assessments have been completed in many Pacific
island countries and many Governments are actively engaged in formulat-
ing poverty alleviation policies and strategies to protect groups who are
often more vulnerable to poverty, including children, people with disabili-
ties, the poor and most women. Economic, social and ecological risks are
increasing; therefore, responses must continue to be scaled up. The erosion
of social safety nets requires a more pro-active response from Govern-
ments, including building stronger partnerships with civil society, both for
gathering information and developing policies and programmes.

For example, a situational analysis study of Fiji identified prostitu-
tion, sex tourism, pornography and adoption as the main forms of exploita-
tion, all of which are related to poverty. Cases of prostitution ranged from
schoolgirls exchanging sexual services for pocket money or taxi rides, to
street kids engaging in commercial sex as a means of meeting their basic
needs for survival. The photographing of Fiji children for pornographic
purposes has so far only been proved in one notable case, where the law
did not then provide penalties for child pornography so the offender was
charged and convicted of rape and indecent assault.72

Fiji is a major tourist destination and there is anecdotal evidence
collected by the situational analysis research that some tourists visit Fiji
with the main objective of procuring sexual relations with underage girls
and boys. In addition, there have been cases of adoptions of Fijian
children by foreigners for purposes of sexual servitude, which is a
shocking manifestation of this predilection. So far, known cases have

72 ESCAP, “A Situational Analysis on the Commercial Sexual Exploitation and
Sexual Abuse of Children in Fiji”, 2004, p. 19.
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mainly involved boys, although one case involving three girls has been
successfully prosecuted.73 The law has since been tightened to prevent
adoption for exploitation.

Vanuatu also has a significant tourism industry, but so far no direct
sex tourism has been identified. Commercial sexual exploitation of girls in
Vanuatu is associated with the sale of girls by their fathers into early
marriages and with transactional sex around bars in Port Vila, mainly
involving girls from poor families in urban settlements.74

The economic base of both Papua New Guinea and Solomon
Islands rests on commercial resource extraction enclaves, dominated by
foreign men and large numbers of local men from distant communities.
The situation in both countries is grim; however, Papua New Guinea is the
more worrisome because it is the only Pacific island country so far to
have an acquired immune deficiency syndrome (AIDS) epidemic. The
prostitution, exploitation through pornography, sexual abuse and rape of
girls there has been extensively documented in a situational analysis report
commissioned by ESCAP and UNICEF and in a report by Amnesty
International issued in September 2006, which stressed the need for the
Government of Papua New Guinea to address the endemic violence against
girls and women.75

Studies in Solomon Islands provide tragic examples of child sexual
abuse and commercial sexual exploitation in various settings.76 Commonly
reported instances of prostitution included girls meeting clients at clubs or
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73 Ibid., pp. 20-22.
74 UNICEF, “Commercial Sexual Exploitation of Children and Child Sexual Abuse in

Vanuatu: A situation analysis” (unpublished), 2004.
75 ESCAP and UNICEF, “A Situational Analysis of Child Sexual Abuse and the

Commercial Sexual Exploitation of Children in Papua New Guinea”, 2005,
(unpublished); Amnesty International, “Papua New Guinea: Violence against
women: never Inevitable, never acceptable!”, 2006.

76 UNICEF, “Situation Analysis of the Commercial Exploitation of Children and
Child Sexual Abuse in the Solomon Islands, 2004” (unpublished). It should be
noted that prostitution is not a new phenomenon in the Solomon Islands. The
practice of traditional prostitution has been documented in an anthropological
study by Hogbin, H. I., A Guadalcanal Society: The Kaoka Speakers, Holt,
Rinehart and Winston, New York; 1964.
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hotels, girls selling sex to obtain money for school fees, transport or other
needs, and girls visiting fishing or other boats in harbours, logging
companies or other industrial sites. The study found that clients are
principally men (both foreign and local) with financial or land resources
and/or power within the community, and that club and hotel owners, taxi
drivers and family members are common facilitators of child prostitution.
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While there exists a range of human rights instruments and interna-
tional agreements on norms and standards to ensure that the human rights
of women and girls are upheld, the reality is that much more needs to be
done to implement protection mechanisms and address the root causes of
the vulnerability of girls and women to exploitation, which include address-
ing the challenges of advancing gender equality and child rights in the
spheres of politics, religion, tradition and culture.

A.  Violence

At a workshop on Strengthening Partnerships for Eliminating Vio-
lence Against Women, jointly organized by the United Nations Develop-
ment Fund for Women (UNIFEM), the Commonwealth Secretariat, the
Pacific Islands Forum Secretariat and the Secretariat of the Pacific Commu-
nity from 17 to 19 February 2003, Governments, NGOs, civil society
groups, Pacific intergovernmental organizations and international develop-
ment partners discussed violence against women and agreed that it was a
priority issue for action in the Pacific region because it is a major human
rights violation affecting women. There is a significant interplay among
traditions, culture, religion, education, community expectations and the role
of women and power relations which contributes to this problem. The
workshop considered the challenges and potential of culture and religion in
eliminating violence against women. It also considered the issue of tradi-
tional reconciliation practices which can promote a culture of silence
towards victims and protect the perpetrators of violence. Furthermore, the
Second Pacific Ministerial Meeting on Women, held from 19 to 20 August
2004 in Nadi, Fiji, in adopting the Revised Pacific Platform for Action on
Advancement of Women and Gender Equality 2005-2015, reiterated that
the negative impact of tradition and religion on Pacific women’s lives is
often the cause of women’s lower status and that there was a need for
religious organizations to promote the equality of women.

CHAPTER II:
HUMAN RIGHTS AND CSEC
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The last decade has seen greater acknowledgement of the preva-
lence of violence in Pacific society, whether perpetrated by State or non-
State actors, and recognition that violence against women is a form of
discrimination. Efforts have been made to ensure compliance with interna-
tional standards and practices to protect and promote women’s and
children’s human rights. Additionally, growing poverty within increasingly
cash-based economies also continues to increase the vulnerability of Pacific
island people, particularly women and girls, to sexual exploitation,
especially in relation to extractive industries such as logging, mining and
fishing. Violence against women and children therefore remains one of the
most visible manifestations of the unequal and unjust power relations
between men, women and children in Pacific societies.

B.  The Convention on the Rights of the Child

The roots of the Convention on the Rights of the Child can be
traced back to 1923 when Eglantyne Jebb, founder of Save the Children,
summarized the rights of children in five points. Her Declaration of the
Rights of the Child was adopted by the League of Nations in 1924 and
the five points subsequently became known as the Declaration of Geneva.

Following World War II, the United Nations concentrated on produc-
ing the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, which was adopted in
1948. Although the rights of children were implicitly included in this
Declaration, it was felt by many to be insufficient and that the special
needs of children justified an additional, separate document. The Declara-
tion of the Rights of the Child, proclaimed by the General Assembly in its
resolution 1386 (XIV) of 20 November 1959, consists of 10 principles,
including the guiding principle of working in the best interests of the
child. It formally recognized children as having basic human rights, with
particular emphasis on the need for special safeguards and care, including
appropriate legal protection to be provided for children. However, the
Declaration was not legally binding. Before this Declaration was adopted,
the lack of agreement that children have rights resulted in children not
specifically being referred to in treaties or declarations such as the
Universal Declaration of Human Rights.77 This was a major concern for
the human rights movement.

77 General Assembly resolution 217 A (III)
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Ten years in the making, the Convention on the Rights of the Child
was adopted by the General Assembly on 20 November 1989, exactly 30
years after the Declaration of the Rights of the Child was proclaimed. On 2
September 1990, it entered into force as international law and is the most
ratified convention. All but two States Members of the United Nations
(Somalia and the United States of America) have ratified it. The Conven-
tion combines economic, social and cultural rights with political and civil
rights. By signing the Convention, States Parties recognize that every child
has the right to protection, participation, survival and development.

When a country ratifies the Convention, it is required to:

· respect and ensure the rights set forth in the Convention to each child
within its jurisdiction “without discrimination of any kind, irrespective
of the child’s or his or her parent’s or legal guardian’s race, colour,
sex, language, religion, political or other opinion, national, ethnic or
social origin, property, disability, birth or other status” (article 2);

· protect children against “all forms of physical or mental violence,
injury or abuse, neglect or negligent treatment, maltreatment or exploi-
tation, including sexual abuse” (article 19);

· for States that permit and/or recognize adoptions, ensure the best
interests of the child are its paramount consideration and “take all
appropriate measures to ensure that, in inter-country adoption, the
placement does not result in improper financial gain for those involved
in it” (article 21);

· prohibit torture and other cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment or
punishment (article 37); and

· promote the physical and psychological recovery and social reintegra-
tion of children who have been neglected, exploited, abused, tortured
or subjected to any other form of cruel, inhuman or degrading
treatment or punishment (article 39).

The Committee on the Rights of the Child, in its reporting guide-
lines, arranges the Convention’s articles in clusters, the first being on
“general measures of implementation”, which covers article 4 (the obliga-
tion of States Parties to undertake all appropriate legislative, administra-
tive, and other measures for the implementation of the rights recognized in
the Convention); article 42 (the obligation to make the content of the
Convention widely known to both children and adults) and article 44.6

Chapter II:  Human Rights and CSEC
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(the obligation of States Parties to make reports widely available to the
public in their respective countries).78

It is the responsibility of the States Parties to enact legislation and
create special bodies to protect child rights. The Convention provides an
internationally agreed minimum set of standards for law, policy and
practice for all countries. It encourages a positive image of children as
active holders of rights, spells out what those rights are and specifies that
the States Parties are accountable and answerable for protecting them. The
Convention emphasizes that, with rights, come responsibilities, and encour-
ages international cooperation through a common framework of obligations
for countries to assist one another in protecting the rights of their children.

Children’s rights and participation in development processes have
become established as part of the agendas of Governments, developments
agencies, academics and donors. The United Nations system, development
practitioners, media, civil society groups as well as children’s and youth
organizations have increased their commitment to work towards the realiza-
tion of children’s rights as codified in the Convention. Children are
gaining recognition as social actors in their own right, and the importance
of hearing their voices individually and collectively is receiving more
emphasis in development policy and practice, local governance and educa-
tional systems. One of the six key action areas covered by the Stockholm
Agenda for Action, adopted by the first World Congress against Commer-
cial Sexual Exploitation of Children (1996), is child participation.

The Optional Protocol to the Convention on the Rights of the Child
on the Sale of Children, Child Prostitution and Child Pornography79

requires States Parties to prohibit the sale of children, child prostitution
and child pornography and provides the legal framework to address these
specific issues as well as the use of children in forced labour and child
sex tourism.

International human rights law lays down obligations which States
are bound to respect. By becoming parties to such international legal
instruments as treaties, covenants, statutes, protocols and conventions,

78 For the latest report of the Committee, see Official Records of the General
Assembly, Sixty-third Session, Supplement No. 41 (A/63/41).

79 General Assembly resolution 54/263, annex II.
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States assume obligations and duties to respect, protect and fulfill rights
laid out by the respective instrument. At the same time, certain rights are
now recognized as “customary law”, thus States have obligations towards
such rights even without being a party to specific instruments. The
obligation to respect means that States must refrain from interfering with
or curtailing the enjoyment of human rights. The obligation to protect
requires States to protect individuals and groups against human rights
abuses. The obligation to fulfil means that States must take positive action
to facilitate the enjoyment of basic human rights.

States also undertake to put into place domestic measures and
legislation compatible with their treaty obligations and duties. Where
domestic legal proceedings fail to address human rights abuses, mecha-
nisms and procedures for individual complaints or communications are
available at the regional and/or international levels to help ensure that
international human rights standards are indeed respected, implemented
and enforced at the local level.80

The five situational analysis studies undertaken in the Pacific high-
light the alarming amount of anecdotal evidence to confirm the existence
of commercial sexual exploitation and sexual abuse of children and to
dispel the common myth that the perpetrators are only foreigners. Accord-
ing to Ms. Sandra Bernklau of the Regional Rights Resource Team,81

commercial sexual exploitation of children and child sexual abuse reflect
the common condition of the lack of power and the low status of women
and children, as evidenced by their commodification. It is clear from the
studies that the main victims are girls, boys and women, while the main
perpetrators are men, assisted by women in some instances. The perpetra-
tors are often people in positions of power or authority and include
politicians, priests and police. Bernklau also reiterates the potential of the
Convention to serve as a cross-sectoral linkage to counter the commercial
sexual exploitation of children, noting that the Convention, as international
law, can be cited by the courts.

80 Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights. <http://www.ohchr.org/EN/
ProfessionalInterest/Pages/InternationalLaw.aspx>. Accessed on 29 September
2008.

81 Regional Stakeholders' Consultation and Planning Workshop on the Commercial
Sexual Exploitation of Children and Child Sexual Abuse in the Pacific: A Pacific
Regional Report (United Nations publication, Sales No. E.08.II.F.18).
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Even though the Convention on the Rights of the Child has been
ratified by Pacific island countries, its implementation has been slow and
there are many dissenters who argue that the Convention undermines – and
has a negative impact on – culture because it allegedly teaches children to
be disrespectful to their elders and to speak out. As children are expected
to be seen and not heard, speaking out is therefore considered disrespect-
ful. The girl child can face double discrimination; firstly, as a child and
secondly, because girls are often treated as inferior and are socialized to
put themselves last, which undermines their self esteem.

Children need to be raised to understand and follow social rules;
however, it is unnecessary to hit or otherwise abuse children in order to teach
them. Children also state a preference for having their mistakes and offences
explained to them, and for punishments that are appropriate to the offence
and do not cause physical or psychological harm or reflect adult power.

1.  Notions of children

Although the Convention on the Rights of the Child is based on the
recognition that children are human beings with the same rights as adults,
rather than “human becomings” who require socialization before being
regarded as full subjects of rights, the preamble of the Convention also
emphasizes that “the child, by reason of his physical and mental immatu-
rity, needs special safeguards and care, including appropriate legal protec-
tion, before as well as after birth.” However, a recent article on
PACNEWS82 highlighted estimates by the International Labour Organisa-
tion which suggest that with growing poverty, child workers make up an
estimated 19 per cent of the labour force in Papua New Guinea and 14 per
cent in Solomon Islands. A recent Asian Development Bank report also
cited predicts an additional five per cent of people in the Pacific, or some
50,000 people, will slip into poverty because of high oil and food prices.
The article quotes Fijian economist Mr. Ganesh Chand, who links the
prevalence of child labour with social problems triggered by poverty.
Meanwhile, a report by the Fiji Women’s Rights Movement and the Fiji
Women’s Crisis Centre, entitled “The Elimination of All Forms of Discrimi-
nation and Violence against the Girl Child”, concluded that large numbers
of girls were engaged in child labour, including commercial sexual

82 Shailendra Singh, “South Pacific: Poverty Breeds Child Labour and Sex Tourism”
PACNEWS, 10 July 2008.
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exploitation. It therefore must be acknowledged that in the Pacific, as well
as in many other parts of the world, child labour remains a real and
pressing issue to be tackled. Many children miss out on school because
they have to support their families and contribute to the household income
by offering their labour on the market, often under harsh conditions.

While the Universal Declaration of Human Rights is a testament to
the universal recognition of human rights, the feminist movement, includ-
ing women’s groups from the global South, can attest to the fact that it
has taken much longer for women’s rights to be recognized as human
rights. Paragraph 18 of the Vienna Declaration and Programme of Ac-
tion,83 adopted at the World Conference on Human Rights (1993), states:

“The human rights of women and the girl-child are an
inalienable, integral and indivisible part of universal human
rights. The full and equal participation of women in political,
civil, economic, social and cultural life, at the national,
regional and international levels, and the eradication of all
forms of discrimination on grounds of sex are priority objec-
tives of the international community.”

It is therefore critical that all stakeholders committed to addressing
the vulnerability of women and girls to discrimination and all sorts of
abuse work towards the implementation of both the Convention on the
Rights of the Child and the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms
of Discrimination against Women, which together constitute strong human
rights standards for all children and women.

C.  Convention on the Elimination of All Forms
of Discrimination against Women

The Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination
against Women, adopted in 1979 by the General Assembly, is often
described as an international bill of rights for women. Consisting of a
preamble and 30 articles, it defines discrimination against women and sets
out an agenda for national action to eliminate it. The Convention addresses
women’s right to equality in all areas of their lives including civil,
political, economic, social and cultural.

83 A/CONF.157/24 (Part I), chap. III.
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There are provisions in the Convention on the Elimination of All
Forms of Discrimination against Women which address the vulnerability of
children to discrimination as well as the status of the girl child. Greater
utilization of the linkages made between the Convention and the rights of
the girl child at the local, national and regional levels by child rights
advocates and all stakeholders could provide the necessary impetus to
ensure States give adequate attention to the gender and child protection
dimensions of commercial sexual exploitation and sexual abuse of children.

The Status of CEDAW in the Pacific

As of 1 October 2008, the following Pacific island countries have ratified
the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against
Women:

· Cook Islands – accession in 1985 through territorial application of
New Zealand and in its own right on 11 August 2006

· Fiji – ratified 28 August 1995

· Kiribati – ratified 17 March 2004

· Marshall Islands – ratified 2 March 2006

· Micronesia (Federated States of) – ratified 1 September 2004 with
reservations on article 11(1)(d) on pay equity, article 11(2)(b) on
maternity leave and articles 2(f), 5, and 16 regarding the succession of
traditional titles and marital customs that divide tasks or decision-
making

· Papua New Guinea – ratified 12 January 1995

· Samoa – ratified 25 September 1995

· Solomon Islands – ratified 6 May 2002

· Tuvalu – ratified 6 October 1999

· Vanuatu – ratified 8 September 1995

· Niue and Tokelau are also bound through the territorial application of
New Zealand

· New Caledonia, Tahiti and Wallis and Futuna have acceded to the
Convention through the ratification of their protectorate, France

Nauru, Palau and Tonga have not yet ratified the Convention.
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To date, Fiji has submitted its initial report which was reviewed in
2002, Samoa submitted its combined initial, second and third periodic
reports and Vanuatu submitted its combined initial, second and third
periodic reports in 2005. The initial report of Cook Islands was reviewed
in 2007. The initial, second and third periodic reports of Vanuatu were
considered in 2007. The initial and second periodic reports of Tuvalu will
be reviewed in July 2009.84

1.  Human trafficking

Human traffickers make money out of the buying and selling of
people as commodities and in the case of girls and women, often for
forced prostitution. The Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of
Discrimination against Women requires States Parties to “take all appropri-
ate measures, including legislation, to suppress all forms of traffic in
women and exploitation of prostitution of women” (article 6). The United
Nations Convention against Transnational Organized Crime,85 which en-
tered into force on 29 September 2003, is the main international instru-
ment in the fight against transnational organized crime. The Convention is
supplemented by three Protocols which target specific areas and manifesta-
tions of organized crime. Two of them, the Protocol to Prevent, Suppress
and Punish Trafficking in Persons, Especially Women and Children and
the Protocol against the Smuggling of Migrants by Land, Sea and Air,
define human trafficking and specify actions to be taken by Governments
to criminalize and eliminate such forms of transnational crime.86

In compliance with the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms
of Discrimination against Women, Fiji, Papua New Guinea, Samoa,
Solomon Islands and Tuvalu have adopted a rigorous approach to ending
the exploitation of girls under 18 years of age as well as women who have
been forced into sex work without their consent and trafficked to other

84 Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights. <http://www.ohchr.org>.
Accessed on 26 September 2008.

85 General Assembly resolution 55/25.
86 These two protocols were adopted at the same time as the Convention and were

annexed to General Assembly resolution 55/25. The third protocol, the Protocol
against the Illicit Manufacturing of and Trafficking in Firearms, Their Parts and
Components and Ammunition, was adopted by the General Assembly in its
resolution 55/255 of 31 May 2001 and entered into force on 3 July 2005.
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locations within the country or abroad. Papua New Guinea, in particular,
has introduced a comprehensive range of offences and severe penalties for
the exploitation of children, including criminalizing the clients of chil-
dren.87

However, the Federated States of Micronesia provides only minimal
protection for women and girls procured into sex work against their will
and there are no offences for trafficking or sex tourism; therefore,
Micronesia is not in compliance with the Convention. Also not in compli-
ance with the Convention are the Marshall Islands and Vanuatu. Although
Kiribati provides some protection for girls and women who have been
trafficked to other locations both within the country and abroad, the
penalty of two years of imprisonment provides an insufficient deterrent
required for full compliance with the Convention.88

2.  Marriage

The Universal Declaration of Human Rights, in its article 16, states
that “Men and women of full age, without any limitation due to race,
nationality or religion, have the right to marry and to found a family. They
are entitled to equal rights as to marriage, during marriage and at its
dissolution” and that “Marriage shall be entered into only with the free
and full consent of the intending spouses”.

The Convention on Consent to Marriage, Minimum Age for Mar-
riage and Registration of Marriages, which opened for signature and
ratification by General Assembly resolution 1763 A (XVII) of 7 November
1962 and entered into force on 9 December 1964, covered marriage-related
issues such as consent and minimum age as well as marriage registration.

Article 16(2) of the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of
Discrimination against Women states that “The betrothal and the marriage
of a child shall have no legal effect, and all necessary action, including
legislation, shall be taken to specify a minimum age for marriage and to
make the registration of marriages in an official registry compulsory”. A

87 UNDP Pacific Centre and UNIFEM Pacific Regional Office, Translating CEDAW
into Law, CEDAW Legislative Compliance in Nine Pacific Island Countries
(2007), p. 270.

88 Ibid. p. x (Executive Summary).
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child is defined by the Convention on the Rights of the Child as anyone
under the age of 18 years unless majority is attained earlier under national
law. The Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women,
in its General Recommendation No. 21, recommends 18 as the minimum
age of marriage for both males and females.

Attention to early marriage and early childbearing is important as
they can adversely affect the education and health of women and girls, in
particular. For both physiological and social reasons, mothers aged 15 to
19 years are twice as likely to die in childbirth as those in their 20s, and
girls under age 15 years are five times as likely to die as women in their
20s. Obstructed labour is especially common among young, physically
immature women giving birth for the first time. Those who do not die
from unrelieved obstructed labour may lose their babies and suffer from
fistula, a hole in the birth canal that leaves them incontinent and often
social outcasts.89

Kiribati alone is in compliance with the article addressing marriage
of the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination
against Women, requiring the same minimum age for marriage of 18 years
for both males and females and the consent of both parents in the
marriage of minors. In Fiji, the Marshall Islands, the Federated States of
Micronesia (states of Kosrae, Chuuk and Pohnpei), Papua New Guinea
(which permits marriage at 14 years of age with the consent of the court),
Samoa and Vanuatu, the minimum age for marriage is 18 years for males,
yet 16 years for females, which is in non-compliance with the Convention.
While Solomon Islands and Tuvalu prescribe the same minimum age for
males and females (15 and 16 years, respectively), both are well below the
recommended minimum age for marriage of 18 years. Customary mar-
riages are recognized in Papua New Guinea and Solomon Islands and such
marriages are not subject to the statutory age restrictions and other
protections in relation to marriage.

In compliance with the Convention, Kiribati, Papua New Guinea
and Vanuatu require permission be sought from both parents for the
marriage of minors. In the Marshall Islands, the Federated States of
Micronesia (states of Chuuk and Pohnpei) and Samoa, the consent of

89 United Nations Population Fund. < http://www.unfpa.org/swp/2004/english/ch9/
page5.htm>. Accessed on 1 October 2008.
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either parent is required. While this represents formal equality, the failure
to require both parents’ consent may result in the prioritization of the
father’s consent and does not constitute full compliance with the Conven-
tion. In Fiji, Solomon Islands and Tuvalu, the consent of fathers is
prioritized, which reinforces the stereotype of the father as the head of the
household, and denies women equal rights and responsibilities with those
of men, as required by the Convention’s article 16. In some Melanesian
countries, customary laws remain strong and allow early marriage for girls
as young as 12 years old, although the legal age at which girls can marry
with parental consent and without parental consent varies between coun-
tries.

The Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against
Women has stated that the minimum age for marriage of both men and
women should be 18 years, that marriage should be entered into only with
full and free consent and that all marriages should be registered. The
Federated States of Micronesia has not legislated in this area. However,
since marriage is an aspect of public welfare and therefore an area which
falls within the legislative power of the Government, the lack of legislation
means that it is non-compliant in this area. Yap has also not legislated in
the area of marriage with the similar result that it is non-compliant.
Furthermore, Kosrae, Chuuk and Pohnpei have specified 18 years as the
age of marriage for males, but 16 years for females, which is not in
compliance with the Convention. If the female is under 18 years of age,
the consent of either parent is required in all three states. This does not
constitute full compliance with the Convention, which would require the
consent of both parents to ensure that the father does not assume the role
of authority in such matters. In Chuuk and Pohnpei, customary marriages
are valid and may therefore be conducted without adherence to these
minimum ages for marriage. However, in both states, the registration of all
marriages, including customary marriages, is required. Bigamy, however, is
prohibited only in Pohnpei.90

90 UNDP Pacific Centre and UNIFEM Pacific Regional Office, Translating CEDAW
into Law: CEDAW Legislative Compliance in Nine Pacific Island Countries
(2007), pp. 51-163.
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A.  Beijing Platform for Action

The Beijing Platform for Action91 was adopted on 15 September
1995 by the Fourth World Conference for Women. One of the 12 critical
areas of concern of the Platform for Action, “Persistent discrimination
against and violation of the rights of the girl child”, describes the priority
issues concerning the girl child as the following:

“Girls are often treated as inferior and are socialized to put
themselves last, thus undermining their self-esteem. Discrimina-
tion and neglect in childhood can initiate a lifelong downward
spiral of deprivation and exclusion from the social
mainstream. Initiatives should be taken to prepare girls to
participate actively, effectively and equally with boys at all
levels of social, economic, political and cultural leadership.”92

B.  Pacific women’s empowerment and gender
equality agendas

In reports and research it has often been noted that girls are clearly
the vast majority of victims of commercial sexual exploitation, gender-
based violence and abuse. The low status of girls and women in society
permits and perpetuates their sexual exploitation. Rapid urbanization,
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91 Report of the Fourth World Conference on Women, Beijing, 4-15 September 1995
(United Nations publication, Sales No. E.96.IV.13), chap. I, resolution 1, annex II.

92 Ibid., paragraph 260.
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increasing poverty, breakdown of positive aspects of traditional family life
in communities, widespread environmental degradation, consumerist values
and sensationalist mass media all contribute to an environment in which
the commercial sexual exploitation of children flourishes.

It should be noted that one of the reasons due to which Pacific
Governments have been slow to address sexual exploitation of women and
girls, in particular in national women’s plans of actions as well as other
development strategies, is the low priority placed on the commitments to
protecting and upholding the human rights of the girl child as articulated
in the Beijing Platform for Action, not only by the government machiner-
ies and mechanisms for the advancement of women and relevant intergov-
ernmental agencies, but also civil society groups, which are strong advo-
cates of child rights but do not necessarily address the gender-based biases
and discrimination which girls face in Pacific society.

The 1994 Pacific Platform for Action, endorsed by the Pacific
Ministers for Women, identified violence against women as a critical area
of concern and urged the Pacific to work towards eliminating violence
against both women and children. However, it unfortunately does not
include the Beijing Platform for Action’s critical area of concern regarding
“Persistent discrimination against and violation of the rights of the girl
child.”93 However, since then, while this issue may have received attention
within national women’s plans of action, there has been a growing
recognition of not only a need for greater political will but also improved
institutional support and increased financial resourcing to successfully
mainstream gender equality and women’s human rights across key sectors,
in particular the specialist law enforcement agencies at national and
regional level.

Decisions regarding the status of the girl child continue to be taken
from a traditional and social welfare-based perspective, rather than within a
human rights, human security or empowerment framework. Pacific Govern-
ments must review their obligations to the girl child as well as broader

93 Secretariat of the Pacific Community, “2nd Pacific Ministerial Meeting on
Women”, Press Release, 16 August 2004.  According to critics, implementation of
the PPA has so far failed to make any significant difference in the progress
towards gender equality in the Pacific. Pacific magazine, “Gender Equality:
Reality or Myth?”, March 1, 2004.
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gender equality commitments, including those in the Pacific and Beijing
Platforms for Action, which have relevance to addressing the status of
girls. The human rights or the girl child also must be reflected more
strongly in the Revised Pacific Platform for Action as well as in regional
and national strategies to eliminate commercial sexual exploitation of
children.

In many of the Pacific countries, national women’s machineries or
other government agencies have formulated a national plan of action for
women, which has been endorsed by their respective Governments. The
priorities in each national plan are generally drawn from the critical issues
identified in the Pacific or Beijing Platforms for Action. Only Solomon
Islands included concerns for the girl child in its plan, but without specific
actions to address this priority.

While many of these national women’s action plans also address the
economic empowerment of women, strategies and activities tend not to
address or highlight the vulnerability of women, as well as children, to
commercial exploitation or the tendency to regard women and children as
commodities. There are few if any social safety nets to protect women and
children, especially those engaged in informal and formal economic enter-
prises. Subsequently, in the Pacific, where children and women may be
expected to support families and frequently struggle to cater for the
children’s or the extended families’ needs with insufficient income, they
often resort to ways of earning income through which they are exploited
and sexually abused.
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While girls as well as boys are sexually abused and commercially
sexually exploited, the combined influences of patriarchy, globalization,
fundamentalism and militarism create an environment in which the right to
live free from violence, particularly of girls and women, is not promoted
or protected. The low status of girls and women in society permits and
perpetuates their sexual exploitation. While there are genuine efforts being
made by States to reform criminal codes and justice systems, industrial
and labour sectors as well as social welfare and education systems,
attention to the girl child remains distinctively lacking.

Traditionally, all Pacific societies were characterized by social
rather than economic status. An important characteristic of traditional
Melanesian social structure is the recognition of bonds of kinship, with
important obligations extending beyond the immediate family group, is.
Within Melanesian countries (Papua New Guinea, Solomon Islands,
Vanuatu and parts of Fiji), people were ranked by gender whereby women
and girls were subordinate to men and boys; therefore, there is far greater
gender inequality in Melanesian countries as compared with countries of
other parts of the Pacific. In most Melanesian societies, traditionally all
adult men were theoretically equal and competed for status. In these
cultures, females were considered not just different, but innately inferior to
males. In general, this difference in status meant that men controlled
resources and made decisions while girls and women performed most of
the productive as well as all the household labour. The low status of girls
in some Melanesian societies was apparent in traditions such as arranged
marriages and bride price. Girls were – and in many areas still are –
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regarded as a valuable resource to be traded as brides between groups of
men in exchange for payments, which nowadays include cash.94 These
traditions persist in Papua New Guinea, Solomon Islands and Vanuatu in
spite of significant socio-cultural changes in other areas of life. The custom
of payment of bride price in countries such as Papua New Guinea,
Solomon Islands and Vanuatu reflects the recognition of the social and
economic value of women; however, women who have married under
custom have difficulties obtaining a share of matrimonial property and
custody of children.

In Polynesia and some parts of Micronesia, social inequality was
not based as much on gender as on inherited chiefly status. Accordingly, a
girl child born into a very high ranking family would be seen as socially
superior to a man or boy of a low ranking family, although not to a man
or boy of their own rank. In Tonga and Samoa, for example, women of all
ranks were traditionally revered as sisters. However, social changes are
today undermining the high status this gave to girls and women.

Other Polynesian and Micronesian cultures esteemed women for
their fertility and their role as mothers. In these cultures, girls were
generally treated more gently than boys. Furthermore, in some Polynesian
cultures a girl child was not supposed to do heavy outdoor work, as it
would lower the collective status of her family. At the same time,
however, adolescent girls were usually subjected to considerable
restrictions, sometimes harshly treated and denied the freedoms and
choices allowed to boys. This strict and sometimes severe treatment was
intended to ensure the protection of a girl’s reputation and her family’s
honour. In Tonga and Samoa, families traditionally were – and often still
are – very strict with girls and restricted their movements in an effort to
prevent premarital pregnancy, which would disgrace a girl and her family
and usually prevent her from making a “good” marriage.

The existence of commercial sexual exploitation of children appears
to have increased significantly in recent years in the Pacific due to urban
poverty and unemployment, mass tourism and the rise of certain industries

94 Shamima Ali, “Violence against the Girl Child in the Pacific Islands Region” in
Expert group meeting on elimination of all forms of discrimination and violence
against the girl child, 25-28 September 2006, UNICEF Innocenti Research Centre,
Florence, Italy (EGM/DVGC/2006/EP.14), p. 5.
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such as logging, mining and fishing which employ large numbers of single
foreign and local men. Where a high percentage of the victims are girls, it
is a further reflection of the low status of females in Pacific cultures. In
very poor households, a girl may be “sold” in pursuit of family income.95

A.  Harmful traditional practices and violence against
women and girls in the Pacific

While the Pacific region professes to have a strong religious
foundation, based mainly on the Christian faith, some harmful traditional
customs and practices are still followed and continue to facilitate the
exploitation of – and violence and discrimination against – Pacific women
and girls. Moreover, most of the mainline churches have not taken a
proactive role to denounce gender inequalities or violence against women
and girls. While some efforts have been made to involve church leaders in
discussions on these issues, there is a greater need for key stakeholders,
including women and child rights advocates, to work with traditional and
religious leaders to eradicate harmful practices through human rights
training and awareness-raising programmes.

As a leading Pacific politician, Dame Carol Kidu, noted in an e-mail
correspondence on this issue:96

“I think it is important that it is clarified that what is cultural
practice now is not traditional practice. It is an evolution
from traditional practices and unfortunately often to the
detriment of women and girls. Many new cultural practices
have been much influenced by western (mis)interpretation of
culture and by the huge impact of commercialization of
culture by cash input.”

There are many examples of the various ways in which violence is
used to enforce sexual norms on women by the State and non-State actors,
including the family and the community. Evidence of sexual assaults,
honour killings, marital rape, forced and temporary marriages, polygamy,

95 ESCAP and UNICEF, “A Situational Analysis of Child Sexual Abuse and the
Commercial Sexual Exploitation of Children in Papua New Guinea”, 2005.

96 E-mail to Coordinator of femLINKPACIFIC.
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child marriages, bride price, virginity tests and burning or scarring of
brides highlights that prevailing forms of violence are often either overtly
sexual in nature or are related to women’s sexuality and have detrimental
mental, physical and reproductive health effects on women.

In several countries and communities across the Pacific, traditional
authority or customary law operates alongside the formal, statutory legal
system. Village elders, religious courts, traditional chiefs or clan structures
operate quasi-formal legal systems parallel to statutory law, sometimes
informally but with social legitimacy, sometimes with powers formally
granted to them by the State. These parallel legal regimes monitor and
control community norms and practices, which often means reinforcing male
power over women and permitting violence against them. When women
depart from what the community holds to be “appropriate” behaviour based
on traditional gender stereotypes, they are often met with violent retribution
from their families, members of the community or the State.

These systems may also authorize violence against women by
classifying acts of violence as acceptable under “traditional” or “religious”
norms. Common forms include abduction, rape, killing and incarceration.
Frequently, traditional or customary law permits these acts and will not
punish the perpetrator. Where women seek assistance from the formal justice
system outside of their community, it frequently does not have the power or
will to intervene in a matter which has been dealt with under traditional law.

The underlying cause of violence against women and girls often
rests in the culture and systems of patriarchy, inherent to which is the
fundamental lack of respect for women and their right to be treated equally.
Patriarchal beliefs, values and practices continue to perpetuate social,
cultural, economic and political systems that are male dominated and that
perpetuate discrimination against women. Furthermore, women are sub-
jected to acts of gender-based violence as a manifestation of discrimination
not only based on their sex but also as a result of its intersection with other
factors such as class, caste, ethnicity, age and sexual orientation.

To eliminate violence against women and girls, these foundations –
upon which gender hierarchies rest and violence against women is legiti-
mized and perpetuated – must be addressed. Women from the Pacific have
acknowledged the difficulties in changing these attitudes and mindsets, as
discriminatory values and practices that are embedded in religious and
cultural beliefs can be especially hard to challenge. It is often taboo for
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both those within and outside a community to question and challenge
religious and cultural beliefs. Women who assert their rights are often seen
to be acting against their culture and community, and may be required to
choose between their community and their right to be free from violence.

Pre-existing gender inequalities and oppression experienced by
women become much more pronounced when communities are burdened
by social and economic pressures. Additionally, during situations of con-
flict, women and girls have also faced increased levels of violence within
their own communities as a result of intensified negative expressions of
masculinity. Public conflict then overshadows violence within the private
sphere, which may be regarded as far less significant, even though there
are often clear linkages with the root causes of a conflict.

Impunity for violence against women persists; particularly in the
family and community where violence perpetrated by non-State actors is
left unaddressed. States are failing to meet their “due diligence” obliga-
tions to prevent violence against women committed by both State and non-
State actors and respond to acts of violence against women once they
occur. Thus, while a legal framework is useful in establishing normative
standards, it is of little value if: it is not implemented effectively, mecha-
nisms are not created for enforcing rights and redressing the violations,
and the environment in which it operates is not enabling for women to
access their rights. In order to address the problem of widespread impu-
nity, greater emphasis needs to be placed on ensuring implementation of a
“no drop policy” and other law and justice sector reforms to substantively
transform the mindset that domestic violence is a “family or private
matter”. Additionally, State policies which are gender neutral in the
implementation of human rights standards may allow discrimination and
the perpetuation of violence against women through inadequate and ineffec-
tive redress mechanisms, such as through the police and judiciary.

1.  Virginity tests

Through ratification of the Convention on the Elimination of All
Forms of Discrimination against Women, States Parties are required to
uphold women’s sexual and reproductive health rights. In the Pacific (e.g.
Fiji and Rabi Island), virginity testing is still a common practice and is
arguably the most important element in the definition of women’s sexual-
ity. Virginity testing, sometimes initiated by family members or a close
knit community, is the forced examination of a woman’s genitalia to
determine the presence or absence of the hymen, and is a violent manifes-
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tation of the taboo against premarital sex and the enforcement of virgin-
ity.97 In the Pacific, a virgin is considered “pure” or is the sign of
“purity”, which is viewed as an essential quality for a “good woman”.

In indigenous Fijian culture, virginity tests take place after a
marriage when the white bed sheet upon which newlyweds spent the night
is checked for blood as proof of whether the bride was a virgin. Such
harmful customs are followed in a number of Pacific island countries. In
Solomon Islands and Papua New Guinea, “long line” is a term referring to
when a group of men rapes a woman or girl to force her into marriage,
take her virginity or shame her family.

Other traditional practices harmful to girls and women include:

· Forced marriage, whereby a woman is forced to marry a man without
her consent even if consensual marriage is recognized as a women’s
human right. In some countries, women have no say in decisions about
whom they will marry, when they will marry or whether they want to
marry at all.

· Polygamy, according to which a man may have more than one wife at
one time. It is still practiced in some countries in the Pacific, but the
Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination recommends prohibit-
ing the practice.

· Bride price, which reinforces the view that women are men’s property.
Women in abusive relationships are unable to leave if they are not
able to pay back the bride price to their husband’s family.

The under-reporting of practices such as forced and child marriage,
which should be banned in accordance with the Convention on the Rights of
the Child and the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of
Discrimination against Women, clearly indicates that there is a need to
ensure greater accountability by the State to address harmful practices which
can also lead to the abuse and exploitation of children, in particular the girl
child.

97 Asia Pacific Forum on Women, Law and Development, “An Asia Pacific Regional
Overview on Harmful Traditional and Cultural Practices related to Violence
against Women and Successful Strategies to eliminate such Practices” in Reports
of APWLD Asia Pacific NGO Consultations with the United Nations Special
Rapporteur on Violence against Women, Special Rapporteur on Right to Adequte
Housing (2007), p. 23.
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2.  Traditional justice systems

In most Pacific island countries there is a combination of English
law and the customary law of the indigenous people. The constitutions of
many Pacific island countries recognize customs, though they have general
provisions granting all citizens equality before the law. However, in some
countries these provisions often either conflict with custom or do not apply
to land matters. Customary law is largely unwritten and consists of
complicated rules of inheritance and traditional practices, which in many
instances protect the rights of native owners as a group but restrict the
access of women to land, as power and control over land rests mainly
with men, fathers, brothers, uncles and sons.

Customary interventions are used as a means of solving problems
including rape and domestic violence, giving women no power or voice to
seek potentially more favourable forms of justice. Women who do seek
other forms of justice are alienated even by members of their own
families. There remains a common practice of crimes of sexual abuse or
exploitation being addressed through traditional justice systems which are
often biased against women and therefore not in compliance with the
Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against
Women or other human rights standards. Additionally, there has been
legitimate concern about the inability of existing legal and social welfare
systems to support abused children and protect them from further abuse.

The Kiribati study noted that the cultural practice of “te kabara bure”
(formal apology), which takes place between families to compensate one
family for a crime committed by the other, not only makes the crime
public but serves as a strong disincentive for committing the crime. Men
or boys do not have much to lose if they commit rape. The rapist only has
to practice “te kabara bure” to regain his social status (assuming the girl
has accepted the apology); meanwhile the girl has to live with the shame
and social exclusion forever. There were also cases noted where “te kabara
bure” leads to courting and engagement of the victim and perpetrator.

Source: UNICEF, “The Commercial Sexual Exploitation of children and Child
Sexual Abuse in the Republic of Kiribati: A Situation Analysis”, 2004, pp. 26, 28
and 35.
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The recognized weaknesses in national legislative frameworks as
well as outdated or inadequate criminal laws, in terms of both the scope and
definition of offences relating to child sexual abuse, child prostitution, child
pornography and early childhood marriage and in enforcement and monitor-
ing systems, underlie the vulnerability of women and children to forms of
abuse and exploitation. A scan of efforts across the Pacific islands
highlights an urgent need to assist States to establish mechanisms to prevent
and respond to violence, abuse, neglect and exploitation of children.

3.  National child protection and child rights frameworks

Papua New Guinea is the only Pacific island country that has
developed a comprehensive legal framework for child protection. While Fiji
has a legislative act specifically relating to child protection, it was drafted
in the 1970s and has been amended only once in 1997 to strengthen child
pornography provisions.98 In Kiribati, following the ratification of the
Convention on the Rights of the Child and the Convention on the
Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women, government
programmes and policies aimed at eliminating the commercial sexual
exploitation of children included cabinet endorsement of the establishment
of the Kiribati National Advisory Council of Children, the establishment of
a Ministry of Women, Youth and Social Affairs and collective collaboration
with church-based organizations, senior citizens’ organizations and other
NGOs which address youth problems. With assistance from Regional Rights
Resource Team, Island Council Welfare Officers were recruited in 2005 and
subsequently trained. An annual budget allocation supports these initiatives.

In Samoa, the Convention on the Rights of the Child provides the
overarching framework for the realization of child rights through the recently
realigned Ministry of Women, Community and Social Development, which
serves as the national focal point for the Convention. Challenges for the
Ministry include lack of consistent commitment on the part of partners and
stakeholders, limited understanding of and information for evidence-based
advocacy and ensuring the issue of the commercial sexual exploitation of
children is on the Government’s list of priorities. However, actions based on
the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against
Women for advancing economic opportunities for women have contributed
to reducing hardship and/or poverty for children. The provision of training

98 Fiji, The Juveniles Act.



103

helps women to improve their own income generating activities so that they
can support themselves and their families. Additionally, efforts continue to
facilitate amendments and changes to policies and the legal framework in
line with the Convention on the Rights of the Child.99

The Fiji Country Program Action Plan is a joint commitment of the
Government of Fiji and UNICEF in the area of child protection. The
document outlines where Fiji would like to be in the next five years in
relation to child protection and is organized by three main goals: to
strengthen protection, service delivery and empowerment of children. The
Fiji situational analysis report also identifies the need for strengthened
collaboration among all relevant stakeholders as well as national level
commitment, including budgetary allocations to implement relevant strate-
gies and actions.100

The Solomon Islands situational analysis report documented an
increase in gender-related violence during the civil strife or “ethnic ten-
sions” (1998-2003). “Virtually any girl or woman in areas affected by “the
Tensions” was vulnerable to sexual coercion by militants”.101 Child protec-
tion mechanisms that were normally employed by families and communi-
ties broke down, making children more vulnerable to sexual abuse and
exploitation.

This example demonstrates the use of sexual violence as a weapon
by men against women in times of conflict. As is recognized globally,
times of conflict and war make children particularly vulnerable physically
and emotionally. Save the Children Fiji, in its report on the impacts in
2000 of the political crisis on children and families in Fiji, provides
additional evidence of this.102

99 Regional Stakeholders’ Consultation and Planning Workshop on the Commercial
Sexual Exploitation of Children and Child Sexual Abuse in the Pacific: A Pacific
Regional Report (United Nations publication, Sales No. E.08.II.F.18).

100 Report of the National Stakeholders’ Consultation and Planning Workshop on
Commercial Sexual Exploitation of Children (CSEC) and Child Sexual Abuse in
Fiji, 19-20 November 2007.

101 UNICEF, “Situation Analysis of the Commercial Exploitation of Children and
Child Sexual Abuse in the Solomon Islands”, 2004, p. 29.

102 Save the Children Fiji, “Study of the impacts of the political crisis on children
and families in Fiji”, 2001.
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4.  Traditional practices in specific Pacific island countries

Kiribati

In Kiribati, the minimum age for marriage of both men and woman
is 18 years with parental consent and 21 years without parental consent.
Historically, parents were known to betroth their children early, either
before birth or puberty. Marriage negotiations between the man’s and
woman’s relatives usually occur within small family units (kaainga) and
are intended to improve access to or ownership of land and wealth. The
boy and girl would live in the boy’s kaainga from the time negotiations
were accepted by the two families. Many parents are still unaware of the
legal age of marriage; therefore marriage decisions are on most occasions
culturally, rather than legally, based. Normally, marriages take place after a
girl reaches puberty. In Kiribati virginity is highly respected. When a
young woman loses her virginity or is raped by a boy or man, it is not
uncommon for reconciliation to be sought with her parents to obtain
agreement for the two to marry.103 However, women’s NGOs and the
national women’s machinery contributed to the abolition of the corrobora-
tion requirement in 2003.

Solomon Islands

Most Solomon Islanders maintain a traditional social structure and
find their roots in village life. Marriage is seen as a bond between two
families, and marriage decisions are often strategic, for example, to join
families together or to improve outcomes for young girls through marriage
with a partner possessing greater assets than their own families. Some
traditional practices such as bride price and child marriages persist in rural
and remote areas.

According to national customs (kastom), a bride price is usually
paid to the family of the girl in the form of cash, “red money”, kastom
money or other goods. It was traditionally paid so that the proper alliance
relationship between the bride-giving and bride-receiving groups would be
secured. Because girls were considered of great value, something valuable

103 UNICEF, “Commercial Sexual Exploitation of Children and Child Sexual Abuse in
the Republic of Kiribati: A Situation Analysis”, 2004.
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was given in exchange by the groom’s family.104 In today’s cash economy,
however, the bride price tradition has become distorted, with the bride
becoming more of a commodity.

In the Solomon culture, marriage is defined as any couple living
together, as opposed to what is commonly defined as marriage in accor-
dance with the law. If a man is expected to pay bride price to the
woman’s family and is residing with her, they will often be considered
“married”.105 In most cases in Solomon Islands, couples have not had a
legal or religious marriage, nor have they registered their marriage. In
cases where men working in a particular area of the country, for example
in the logging industry, “marry” girls or young women or simply live with
them, usually the girls or women and their families believe that they are
married, whereas from the men’s perspective the “marriage” may be only
temporary for the period they are working in that area. It is not clear if
the loggers who “married” girls were exploiting this tendency in order to
avoid going through legal channels or if this was a miscommunication.106

In the situational analysis report on Solomon Islands, it was re-
ported that in all community awareness-raising meetings, the issue of loss
of kastom was thought to contribute to the commercial sexual exploitation
of children. Some thought sexual behaviours had changed due to changes
to traditional practices, such as girls wearing trousers (thought to be
sexually provocative), plaiting their hair or walking around unaccompanied
by their mothers. Co-education was cited on a couple of occasions as a
contributor to greater sexual freedom of young people. However, this was
somewhat contradicted by several girls and mothers who said that girls
who were well educated were more likely to refuse offers of sex. Respect
for elders was also brought up in each group meeting, where it was
thought that the weakening of kastom meant that children and young
people were less likely to heed the advice of – or to obey – elders. The
availability of alcohol and drugs, pornographic materials and influences

104 Alice Aruhe'eta Pollard, Givers of Wisdom, Labourers without Gain: Essays on
Women in Solomon Islands, 2000, p. 58.

105 Church of Melanesia, Christian Care Centre, “Commercial Sexual Exploitation of
Children in the Solomon Islands: A Report Focusing on the Presence of the
Logging Industry in a Remote Region”, 2007.

106 Ibid.
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from the city of Honiara (with its greater crime rates and more “Western”
style of living) were considered to be damaging to traditional ways of life
and contributing to loss of kastom.107

Papua New Guinea

The people of Papua New Guinea are Melanesians and the country
has very rich traditions and culture. It is blessed with many types of
natural resources and several large oil exploitation and mining companies
have established operations there, bringing financial returns and benefits to
both the people and the Government. The capital of Port Moresby has
experienced incredible growth since independence because of the urban
drift of people from rural villages in search of work and a better life.

The traditional practice of bride price, whereby a groom is obli-
gated to make a payment to the relatives of the bride for her hand in
marriage, is still largely followed in Papua New Guinea, especially among
the Motuan people of the Central Province for whom it is an integral part
of their culture. The widely accepted use of money in place of traditional
items as a key component in a bride price package provides a substantial
financial gain for families and relatives involved. Although the bride’s
relatives benefit the most in terms of money and goods, the practice
reinforces the view that women are men’s property. Women in abusive
relationships are unable to leave if they are not able to pay back the bride
price to their husbands’ family.

Fiji

Fiji is regarded as the hub of the South Pacific, as its location
makes it a key destination point for both air and sea transportation. A
multicultural and multireligious country, the two main ethnic groups are
the indigenous Fijians and Indo-Fijians, with the latter making up nearly
half the population. The rest of the population is comprised of minority
groups which include people of Chinese origin, the part-European commu-
nity, people of Solomon Islands descent and a Korean community.

In Fiji, there are cultural differences in the treatment of children by
ethnic group. For example, the indigenous Fijian community tends to allow

107 Ibid.
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children considerable freedom, but they may lack parental supervision and
are encouraged to seek the company of their peers. In comparison, Indo-
Fijian and Chinese communities tend to be stricter, more closely supervis-
ing their children’s movements and confining them to the home. Physical
punishment is common practice across communities and is supported by
culture and religion.108

Arranged or “fixed” marriages are common in Indo-Fijian communi-
ties. Young girls are betrothed to marry at as young as age 15. Many
young girls are married to men who are overseas nationals, which is
thought to increase the chances of the girl’s family of securing a good life
overseas. Some parents simply think that their daughters will have a
materially good life, without considering their daughters’ feelings or
whether their lives may even be in danger.

The marriage of girls at a young age entails several risks and
dangers. In the past, there have been cases in which girls were married off
to overseas nationals and were later found to have been sexually abused or
commercial sexually exploited. Girls aged 14, 15 or 16 years are moreover
not fully matured and their bodies are still developing. Even the marriage
of young girls with the consent of their parents is still a clear violation of
the Convention on the Rights of the Child.

The National Coordinating Committee for Children of government
officials and NGOs was established in 1994. It advises the Government on
issues affecting children and oversees the implementation of the Conven-
tion on the Rights of the Child.

Vanuatu

The population of Vanuatu is 98.5 per cent indigenous Melanesian.
Kastom has a big impact on the social and gender roles of the traditional
Vanuatuan community. There is a strict division of responsibility and
privilege between men and women, with men considered to be inherently
superior. Traditionally, a woman’s role centres on supporting her husband,
maintaining the household, looking after children and tending the family’s
garden and animals. She is not involved in any decision-making related to

108 M. Adinkrah, Crime, Deviance and Delinquency in Fiji (Suva, Council of Social
Services, 1995).
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the home or community. Arranged marriages are the norm, and arranged
marriage of children is still practiced, with some girls’ parents being paid a
bride price. Traditionally, girls are available for marriage or sex soon after
the start of menstruation, despite the fact that marriage under the age of 16
years, and sex with a child knowingly under the age of 15 years, are illegal
under civil law. This practice occurs in both rural and urban areas, but
child marriage is more common among poorer and less educated families.

Children are much loved in the country. A Vanuatuan saying, “it
takes a whole village to raise a child”, illustrates the strength of the
extended family and sense of kinship. Everyone in the community is
responsible for looking after the children. The authority of parents is
always paramount and children are expected to respect and abide by the
wishes of their elders. Corporal punishment is seen by many as part of the
personal development process. Children remain under the authority of their
parents until marriage, and thereafter to their husbands/wives.

According to a recent report, child abuse is entwined and embedded
in the wider context of kastom, the role and power of chiefs and the
churches, and gender roles.109 Whereas early sexual activity, pregnancy
and marriage could be regarded as sexual abuse and underage sex
according to modern and Christian standards, they may not be so regarded
according to kastom. Sexual activity and pregnancy among girls under the
age of consent is common; some of this is allegedly consensual, some of it
forced and some of it customary. However, it is believed that the number
of arranged marriages for children has decreased, with brides over 18
years of age being the norm.

Sexual abuse of children and young women is linked to social and
cultural values that contribute to the low status of and violence against
children, youth and women. The risk of sexual abuse is increased by
cultural norms of childhood based on physical/sexual characteristics (i.e.
they have reached puberty) or by cultural practices.110 For example, it is
kastom in Tanna for the family of a murderer to give a girl child to the

109 Pacific Children’s Program, “Child Protection in Vanuatu: A Report of a Baseline
Study on Knowledge, Attitudes, Behaviours and Practices”, Pacific Children’s
Programme, Vanuatu, 2003, p. vi.

110 Ibid.
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victim’s family (for purposes of marriage) as an apology. Often, culture
contributes to the problem, with kastom focusing more on protecting the
family or community from shame than punishing or dealing with the
perpetrators. It has also been noted that there is a culture of silence with
regards to child abuse occurring in the church, for reasons of either denial
or respect.

Open access to pornography through the Internet has been a prob-
lem in some institutions in the recent past. Reports of child sexual abuse
are becoming more frequent and it is believed that the problem is
widespread, as is incest. Physical and emotional maltreatment and abuse
are common and culturally sanctioned unless they are extreme, such as in
the form of sexual abuse. However, there are many reported instances of
abuse being referred to the local chiefs for resolution in kastom courts or
dealt with by the families of the victims and perpetrators. Perpetrators tend
to be close relatives (parents, grandparents, siblings), stepparents and other
guardians or family friends. They often hold positions of authority in the
family, church or community. Few victims do not know their abuser.

Anecdotal evidence from around the Pacific links the traditional
adoption of children to abuse and sexual exploitation, in particular of girls
by their stepfather or grandfather. Although not verified by this study, it is
understood that some adopted children, especially those not adopted “by
blood”, are mistreated and therefore may face increased vulnerability to
sexual abuse and commercial exploitation.111

Child prostitution is clearly linked to economic factors. With a
massive and increasing youth population, the lack of employment and
educational opportunities has contributed to many children dropping out of
school early, leaving them without skills, opportunities or income, but
plenty of time. As a result, many are selling sex, either for cash, transport,
food or other material goods.

The Vanuatu Constitution recognizes the principle of equality and
non-discrimination; however customary law is in conflict with the Constitu-
tion and discriminates against women in relation to land. In Vanuatu, the
custom of bride price is considered to be compensation to the bride’s

111 UNICEF, State of Pacific Children, 2001, p. 27.
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family for loss of her labour and the wife is then considered to be the
property of the husband’s family. According to custom when a husband
dies the wife is expected to marry one of her husband’s uncles, brothers or
nephews. Women lose their inherited land rights upon marriage.

Women’s NGOs and the national women’s machinery have lobbied
since 1997 for the passing of the Family Protection Order Bill, which
covers the traditional roles and responsibilities of chiefs in Kastom courts,
but it will not be passed without the support of traditional leaders.112

However, in an effort to control the amount of money spent on bride
price, the National Council of Chiefs (the Malvatumauri) revoked the
monetary bride price of 80,000 vatu but maintained the traditional forms
of bride price.113 In conjunction with the Vanuatu National Council of
Women, the Council of Chiefs also ruled that bride price should be paid
in traditional goods (pigs, mats and kava) rather than money.

Tonga

Tonga has not yet ratified the Convention on the Elimination of All
Forms of Discrimination against Women and therefore the legal status of
women and girls, including access to and ownership of land and natural
resources, remains restricted to decisions made by traditional customs and
practices. For example, whereas widowers are permitted to remarry and
have sexual intercourse, this would be considered adultery for widows and
may put them at risk of losing any land or property rights.

For a widow without sons, land becomes the property of the
husband’s brother, uncle or nephew, regardless of any development previ-
ously undertaken by her. These examples clearly highlight how patriarchal
customs and practices, reinforced by gender stereotypes and discriminatory
laws and policies, limit women’s control over resources, which in turn
prevents them from accessing housing, land and property and makes it
difficult for them to leave a violent situation.

112 Transparency International. <http://www.transparency.org/news_room/latest_news/
press_releases_nc/2005/22_5_2005_vanuatu_family_protection_bill>. Accessed on
1 October 2008.

113 Statement by the delegation of Vanuatu to the Committee on the Elimination of
Discrimination against Women, 18 May 2007.
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B.  Human rights standards and traditional practices
harmful to women and children

Despite commitments from Pacific leaders, as indicated by the wide
ratification of two major human rights treaties, the Convention on the
Rights of the Child and the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms
of Discrimination against Women, the status of children and women
remains low in most Pacific societies. It is too often defined by cultural
norms emphasizing respect for elders and men, which may mean that
women will not be taken seriously or that they will not be heard. Customs
in all Pacific countries have a strong influence on women’s role in society
and in perpetuating the traditional concept of women, mainly associated
with her expected role in the family, home and community. There is
widespread gender-based discrimination against women because of
patriarchal and customary practices and conflicts of customs, constitutions
and legislation. In most Pacific island societies, there is a culture of
silence around domestic violence and sexual abuse. Law enforcement
agencies, community and traditional leaders and family members treat
violence as a private matter.

The Pacific States which have ratified or acceded to the Convention
on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women have
made a commitment to eliminate discrimination against women to achieve
gender equality and to ensure the full development of women. The
Convention affirms women’s right to be free of all forms of discrimination,
including in education and social activities, so that they may attain their
full potential. It also covers a particularly important issue for women and
girls in the Pacific: cultural values regarding gender. The Convention, in its
preamble, emphasizes “that a change in the traditional role of men as well
as the role of women in society and in the family is needed to achieve full
equality of men and women”. States Parties are required under article 5 (a)
to “take all appropriate measures to modify the social and cultural patterns
of conduct of men and women, with a view to achieving the elimination of
prejudices and customary and all other practices which are based on the
idea of the inferiority or the superiority of either of the sexes or on
stereotyped roles for men and women.” Despite this, culture, tradition and
religion are politicized in many parts of the Pacific and are often used by
individuals, communities and Governments to condone violence against
women and young girls and to justify inaction in bringing perpetrators to
justice or ensuring appropriate remedies for the survivors of violence.

Chapter IV:  The Influence of Traditional Practices
on Pacific Women and Girls
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1.  Solomon Islands: CSEC and the logging industry

There is little doubt that the presence of logging in the area of
Makira has been a significant contributor to the rates of commercial sexual
exploitation of children. However, the existence of the camps cannot solely
be blamed for this. Through the report, “Commercial Sexual Exploitation
of Children in the Solomon Islands: A Report Focusing on the Presence of
the Logging Industry in a Remote Region”, it was noted that out of 24
group discussions organized by the research team, 11 groups specifically
mentioned that commercial sexual exploitation of children had started or
increased with the presence of logging in that particular area. The follow-
ing table shows the views of the different groups.114

Money was either cited as the main reason for CSEC or as the
driving force behind people’s actions. It used to be that money was used
for school fees or transport, but now it appears that in most cases, money
is being used for what would be considered in the villages as non-
necessities, such as processed foods, housing made from permanent materi-
als (rather than the more common leaf houses), travel to visit Honiara for
enjoyment and clothing or beauty products.115 As the need for money
increases to satisfy these desires, obtaining it becomes difficult. Foreign
loggers present an “opportunity” for young people to access money which
would normally be out of their means.

CHAPTER V:
CASE STUDIES

114 See Christian Care Centre, Church of Melanesia, “Commercial Sexual Exploitation
of Children in the Solomon Islands: A Report Focusing on the Presence of the
Logging Industry in a Remote Region”, 2007.

115 Ibid.
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This is also reflected in the number of reports of children visiting
the camps to view movies and look at machinery or logging vessels, which
are things they would not otherwise be able to see. The children see
logging camps as exciting places and can be easily persuaded to board the
ships or enter houses and bedrooms, thus greatly increasing the risk of
abuse.116

Loggers’ access to children

Although discussions were not held with loggers, the data collected
suggested that overall cases of commercial sexual abuse were not opportu-
nistic; loggers in fact sought children to abuse. However, this was gener-
ally made very easy by the behaviour of those in the villages. Children
regularly played in the camps and were generally not discouraged from
doing so. Adults in the village were often unaware of what the children
were doing while at the camps, and did not monitor them while they were
there.117 The engagement of children as “house girls” also provided
opportunities for the commission of child sexual abuse.

116 Ibid.
117 Ibid.

Table 5.1.  Time child abuse and commercial sexual exploitation of
children were thought to have started in the village by group

Problems Problems Problems already
Group started a long started in existed, but have

time ago recent years increased recently

Older men (n=6) 1 2 3
Older women (n=6) 1 2 3
Younger men (n=6) 2 4 –
Younger women (n=6) – 2 4
TOTAL (n = 24) 4 10 10

Source: Christian Care Centre, Church of Melanesia, “Commercial Sexual Exploitation of
Children in the Solomon Islands: A Report Focusing on the Presence of the Logging
Industry in a Remote Region”, 2007, p. 32.
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Other children, particularly boys, were given money to approach or
find girls. As such, these children were also victims of abuse by being
coerced into engaging in illegal activity. In addition, there are concerns
around what gender issues could arise from young boys encouraging girls
they know well to engage in sex for money and being rewarded for this
behaviour, as well as the role modelling of children being viewed as the
preferred sex partners for older men.

The children’s vulnerability was also likely to be increased by the
incidence of child abuse and/or child neglect in the villages. In all of the
community awareness raising sessions and the meetings with community
leaders, it was agreed that physical abuse, emotional abuse and neglect of
children were common and occurred in many or most of the families in each
village. Consequently, this may have increased the appeal to children of
spending time in the camps and receiving gifts or payments from loggers.118

Lack of accountability

In line with the ease with which loggers could access children was the
lack of accountability for their actions. The nearest police station to the
Arosi region was in Kira Kira, several hours away by boat. The villagers
were unaware of any monitoring of activities in the camps by police, the
Government or any other agency; therefore, there were no negative conse-
quences for loggers engaging in illegal activities. This was particularly true
in the cases of commercial sexual exploitation of children, but also applied
to other illegal activities in the camps and on the logging ships, including
serving alcohol to children and showing pornography (all forms of which are
illegal in Solomon Islands) to both adults and children. Such lack of
monitoring was further evident in terms of activities which can lead to
environmental degradation or over-logging, over-use of chemicals, pollution
of water sources and destruction of food sources upon which people depend.

While villagers would complain about the loggers’ actions, few
cases were found where there were any repercussions. This may have been
in part due to the benefits from logging enjoyed by village chiefs and
landowners (the only beneficiaries from logging in the village).119

118 Ibid.
119 Ibid.
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Some traditional practices that are at variance with modern values,
such as bride price and child marriage, persist in rural and remote areas.
Early marriages were mentioned infrequently by respondents presumably
because it is a traditional practice.120

2. Fiji: news coverage of young women’s vulnerability to
commercial and sexual exploitation

The Fiji Women’s Crisis Centre has raised the alarm over the
increasing number of violent deaths of women. In a Fiji Times online
report of 14 July 2008, Fiji Women’s Crisis Centre Director Shamima Ali
said the recent May discoveries of the bodies of Zoya Bibi at Narere in
Nasinu and 15-year-old Alumita Naidradra at Naria in Ra showed that
vicious attacks against women were becoming prevalent. Five men have
been charged with the death of Bibi, while Rajnesh Deo Sharma, 32, was
charged with the death of his de-facto wife, Naidradra. Ms. Ali said the
centre had not done any comparative studies to see whether domestic
violence was increasing. In 2002 the Reserve Bank of Fiji said the direct
and indirect costs of violence in Fiji amounted to Fiji$210.69-million a
year, or seven per cent of the gross domestic product. “The viciousness of
crimes against women resulting in their deaths and at the hands of their
own partner’s is something quite unusual and is a concern,” Ms. Ali said.
While the two cases are before the court, anecdotal reports from the
community indicate that the young woman was “bought” by the perpetrator
and lived in a violent situation, unable to return to her parents’ home
because there had been an exchange of money with the accused.

In the case of Zoya Bibi, a Fiji Sun article of 10 July 2008 noted
that the young woman had fallen victim to sexual exploitation, highlighting
a growing vulnerability of young women in Fiji.

120 UNICEF, “Commercial Sexual Exploitation of Children and Child Sexual Abuse in
the Solomon Islands: A situation Analysis”, 2004 (unpublished).
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The Vienna Declaration and Programme of Action adopted at the
World Conference on Human Rights held in 1993 in Vienna states:

“The human rights of women and the girl-child are an
inalienable, integral and indivisible part of universal human
rights. The full and equal participation of women in political,
civil, economic, social and cultural life, at the national,
regional and international levels, and the eradication of all
forms of discrimination on grounds of sex are priority objec-
tives of the international community.”

The prevalence of commercial sexual exploitation and sexual abuse
of children in the Pacific region, as well as negative attitudes towards
child rights, are constraints to substantive implementation of key human
rights conventions. Pacific Governments must review their legal obligations
to the girl child as well as broader gender equality commitments. The
Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against
Women provides the legal framework to address issues such as exploita-
tion through prostitution, gender-based violence and cultural and traditional
practices harmful to women and girls, while a critical area of concern of
the Beijing Platform for Action is focused on the girl child. Moreover, the
Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against
Women together with the Convention on the Rights of the Child constitute
a comprehensive code of rights for all children and women. The issue of
the girl child must also be reflected more strongly in the revised Pacific
Platform for Action and regional and national strategies on eliminating the
commercial sexual exploitation of children. It is vital that national action
plans assist in accelerating efforts by Pacific Governments to ensure State
compliance with and adherence to human rights standards.

CHAPTER VI:
CONCLUSION
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Decisions regarding the status of the girl child must move from a
traditional and social welfare-based perspective to a human rights, empower-
ment and human security framework. Greater political and institutional
support and increased financial resources are needed in order to success-
fully mainstream gender equality and women’s and children’s human rights
across key sectors. As the Pacific region joins global initiatives in advocat-
ing for the elimination of CSEC, all stakeholders – whether they are
Governments, intergovernmental or non-governmental organizations, includ-
ing child rights advocates, faith-based organizations, children and young
people themselves, as well as the private sector – have a critical role in
planning, implementing and monitoring strategies which can address the
root causes of children’s vulnerabilities to violence and sexual exploitation
and tackle challenges in advancing gender equality and child rights in the
political sphere and in the context of faith, tradition and culture.
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