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save     children
Every day, children from 
war-torn countries who 
suffer from extreme poverty 
are forced to work in 
sweatshops and sex clubs, 
and under deplorable 
conditions. Author and 
Ahava Kids director 
Raymond Bechard shares  
how you can help 
by Antonella Gambotto-Burke

Last night, Raymond Bechard finished 
work early – at 2 am, that is. He fell 
asleep with the cellphone on his bed. 

“It’s gotten to the point where I 
don’t measure sleep in terms of the 
last 24 hours, but how much sleep I’ve 
gotten in the past two days. If I can get 
everything done by 6 am, then I can get 
two hours of sleep on the plane. I spread 
it out.”

He is preparing to leave for Iraq. 
The author of Unspeakable: The Hidden 
Truth Behind the World’s Fastest Growing 
Crime, Bechard, 46, is also the director of 
Ahava Kids, a nonprofit organisation that 
helps rescue children from trafficking, 
enslavement and exploitation. 

The Hidden Truth 
The situation in Iraq is changing every 
day, he explains, and trafficking is not 
exactly the Iraqi government’s priority. 
Just this morning he was in touch with 
the US Army colonel who’s arranging 
his travel and security, a man shocked by 
footage of Iraqi orphanages discovered 
by US troops. One orphanage had been 
abandoned by the caretakers, and its 50 
or so children were near death.  

“Trafficking occurs wherever 
extreme poverty, political chaos or 
warfare exist,” says Bechard. “Over 
the past four years, millions have 
been forced from their homes. Untold 
thousands killed. Families separated. 
Thousands of children lost, trying to eat 
and survive. Eventually, they become 
so desperate that they will do anything. 
Traffickers see them as fruit that is ripe 
for the picking. We have to stop them.”

There are an estimated 27 million 
slaves in the world today, and half of 
them are children. All the work they 
do is dirty, dangerous and difficult. 

the

They can be found at brick-making 
kilns, Cote d’Ivoire cocoa plantations, 
Nepalese rug-loom sheds, sweatshops, 
sex clubs, organised begging groups 
in the United States and Europe, and 
in illegal brothels everywhere. All the 
money they earn go straight to criminals. 
The only time these children play is 
when the electricity fails. Three quarters 
of them risk death every day – in mines 
and primitive factories, with chemicals 
and agricultural pesticides, at the hands 
of violent and diseased sex tourists. The 
few who outlive their sexual usefulness 
are used in some form of forced labor. 
These children are without protection, 
therefore disposable.

After he made a promise to 
an AIDS-ravaged child, a victim of 
trafficking in a Haitian orphanage, 
Bechard formed Ahava Kids with only 
$5,000 and four employees in 2002. In 
2004, it became a charity. His vision was 
clear: The organisation would never be 
swamped by bureaucracy, unnecessary 
expenses or conflicting priorities.

He flies wherever he is needed. 
Some of the children he rescues are 
kept in cages. Most live in crowded, 
filthy conditions. They are starved in 
order to stunt their growth: The smaller 
and thinner they are, the more they are 
worth. Some are deliberately addicted 
to drugs by their keepers to delay their 
appetite. The less spent on them, the 
higher the profit margin. 

If a girl becomes pregnant, her 
baby is sometimes brought to term only 
to be sold on the illegal adoption market 
or for its organs. If she has an abortion, 
the standard of the procedure depends 
on the girl’s value to the brothel: If she 
attracts money, she will receive proper 
treatment; if she doesn’t, she is in danger.

Bechard advises those who want  
to buy a rug to access www.rugmark.
org, and those who want to buy  
food manufactured without slavery 
to surf www.villagexchange.org. 
Chocolate and coffee have been linked 
to cruelty, with child slaves being 
maimed and slaughtered if they do  
not satisfy the demands of their 
owners. Access www.lynkgroup.org  
or www.fairtrade.sg to find out more.

Think twice, he says, before asking 
your partner for a diamond ring; some 
reports say 90 per cent of Indian-cut 
diamonds are produced by child slaves, 
and in Africa, child slaves begin work 
at the age of six in the mines.

And be aware that by purchasing 
counterfeit designer products, you’re 
subsidising the torture, suffering and 
murder of millions. Children who 
work for these centres are crammed 
into small shops with bad ventilation 
and poor light to keep costs low. The 
working conditions are so bad – there’s 
no such thing as a break, never mind a 
holiday – that some children die 
of exhaustion. 

BUY WITHOUT 
CRUELTY

The Only Way To Help
Raids and rescues require swift 
organisation because trafficked children 
are regularly relocated so as to escape 
detection. “It’s easy to lose track of 
them,” he says. “And planning for their 
long-term care is far more difficult and 
expensive. Sometimes it requires years 
of care. Often we have to prepare for 
children with drug addiction, HIV/AIDS, 
severe emotional trauma and horrible 
physical damage. Sometimes the best we 
can do is hospice care.”

Ahava’s four-step procedure of raids, 
rescue, relocation and rehabilitation is 
funded by individuals. Which is why 
Bechard wrote Unspeakable. “The 
available material was sensationalistic,” 
he says. “But I wanted to provide an 
overview that would educate and motivate 
readers. The research took months.”

Bechard believes everyone can 
help. “Let us know who you are and 

Half of the 27 
million slaves in 
the world today 
are children.

An old man  
tries to cut a  
deal with a  
young prostitute.

Without his 
hands, he can no 
longer work and 
process cocoa.

Children 
working at the 
loom in India.
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■ Women Made a Difference 
(WMD) has much celebrity 
representation – Denise Keller and Kit 
Chan among them. The organisation 
aims to support women and children 
in countries that are in need of help 
in areas of social injustice, health 
and education. One of its main 
projects, the School Beach Phuket, 
helps street children who are forced 
into prostitution. The organisation’s 
target is to raise US$150,000 by 
September 2009. Check out www.
womenmakeadifference.org to 
find out more about how to help.
■ UNIFEM SINGAPORE (United 
Nations Development Fund for 
Women) has a Trust Fund which 
helps support actions to eliminate 
violence against women. Campaigns, 
film screenings and concerts are held 
to raise funds to tackle problems 
such as HIV/AIDS, female infanticide, 
trafficking, forced prostitution, 
domestic violence, sexual abuse and 
rape. If you want to help, contact  
Faye Devlin at 6238 6761.
■ AWARE (Association of Women 
for Action and Research) holds an 
annual event called the White Ribbon 

THEY NEED YOUR HELP
Contact Raymond Bechard at info@ 
ahavakids.com or through Ahava Kids, P.O. 
Box 498, Old Saybrook, CT, USA. Donations 
can be made through www.ahavakids.org or 
mailed to the above address. Unspeakable: 
The Hidden Truth Behind the World’s Fastest 
Growing Crime is available on Amazon.com.

Celebs come together to help 
WMD’s boot camp and marathon 
(above). The sales from the pink 
WMD T-shirts shown here have 
helped raise funds.

Children are 
forced to beg, sell 
drugs and steal 
for their owners.

what you do,” he says. “Tell us what your 
talents and skills are. We need trained 
investigators and computer experts.  
With the proper organisation, 
networking and data-based intelligence, 
we can hit back with some severity. 
Introduce us to associates who can 
help. For raid and rescue, give me 10 
Jack Bauers [from TV series 24] and 
we’ll start to shake things up a bit. For 
rehabilitation, give me a few thousand 
loving mothers and grandmothers. And 
please help spread the word.”

Yes, he acknowledges, his life 
is constantly threatened, but the 
satisfaction of his work is immeasurable. 
“I have a beautiful stand of trees near 
my home. It’s the perfect place to sit,” he 
says. “Yet those trees were planted by a 
man over 100 years ago. He never got to 
sit in their shade. I never forget that I sit 
in the shade of trees I didn’t plant.” ❘w❘

Campaign (WRC) to raise funds for 
women’s causes. Last year’s campaign 
coincided with the International Day 
of the Elimination of Violence Against 
Women. The event highlight was the 
launch of an online pledge where 
men, women and even children 
promised “never to commit, condone 
or remain silent about violence 
towards women and children”. 
To find out more about AWARE’s 
activities, contact Manjit at 6779 7137.  

LOCAL CHARITIES WITH SIMILAR CAUSES


