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Human Trafficking in the Northeast

Walter Fernandes

It was Christmas celebration but this Adivasi woman in Karbi Anglong in Assam looked sad. She had three sons and a daughter. One son died of malaria two years ago and someone has sold her 10-year old daughter recently to a family in Nagaland for Rs 400. This family refuses to restore her to the mother. The family may return her eventually if some pressure is put on it but the problem does not end there because it is not an isolated case. It symbolises human trafficking in the Northeast for domestic work and for flesh trade, most of it of girls though some boys too are taken away.


Involved in it is a well-organised gang of human traffickers active in the Northeast as well as in Mainland India. Major cities like Delhi and Mumbai have more than 100,000 domestic workers each from Jharkhand, Chattisgarh, Orissa and Assam. Also Boro and Garo girls are taken out for domestic work and for flesh trade. Within the region cities like Shillong and Guwahati have thousands of Adivasi domestic helps. In Nagaland families “adopt” them in order to get workers free of cost instead of employing them and paying them a salary.


This network of traffickers has developed devious ways to take them out of the village. Two years ago nine girls from Lakhimpur in Assam went with a person who had come with a letter from a convent in Delhi. When there was no word from the girls their parents wrote to that convent only to realise that it did not exist. It is not an exception. In one State alone persons working with the domestic workers identified 300 such agents of non-existent convents. Agencies supplying domestic workers in Delhi have pious names and keep Christian images in their offices in order to give the impression that they are Church-related. Parents trust them because of it and allow their daughters to go with them. Even some girls who go with a recommendation to a genuine agency sometimes fall in the traffickers’ trap because their agents meet them at the railway station pretending to represent a church body and take them to the exploiting agency. Sometimes young men from the community itself are their agents.

Once they fall in their hands the traffickers send the girls to families with no norms set for their salary, hours of work and holidays, and take part of their salary. Cases of torture and sexual assault are not uncommon. However, the agents often send the same girls back to the village with orders to get more workers. Once back in the village they paint a rosy picture of their workplace in order to lure other girls to join them. The traffickers keep some of their salary or a relative of theirs, often a sister, back in the city in order to force them to tell such lies. Many girls are excited about the prospect of a good job and of living in a big city and that closes the vicious circle against them.

The main cause of this vicious circle is growing poverty. Most Adivasis are plantation labourers who are paid low wages, live within a regimented tea garden work structure and lack alternatives outside this system. Because of the recent crisis in the tea industry, some gardens have closed down. Others have reduced the number of workers or have not paid their wages for months. Going out in search of work is their only alternative. In all our studies we have found a very low sex ratio of about 700 girls for 1,000 boys among the Adivasi in the 10-20 age group because they are sent out as domestic workers around the age of 12. The Boro and the Garo have been impoverished by land alienation and by conflicts. Because of lack of development and growing poverty in recent years the Northeast has become a major target of human traffickers. 

That shows the need for persons demanding a life with dignity to take note of it. Some want to stop all emigration and employment. For example some students’ organisations have been stopping trains to forcing girls who they suspect are being transported to cities get down. Some priests in Jharkhand told their parishioners that no girl should be sent out for domestic work. They can be stopped from flesh trade but not when they go for domestic work. The girls in Jharkhand needed that income, so they got into a train at a station far from the parish without any organised group to help them. Once they reached the city they fell in the hands of the traffickers. 

Thus, stopping it completely is not the solution. The family needs that income. Besides, domestic work is an honest occupation like any other and they have a right to earn their living. Measures have to be taken not against this work but against human trafficking and the exploitation that they are subjected to. The real solution is in anti-poverty development programmes. But as long as they need an income for survival, the alternative is not to stop it completely but to organise it in such a way that they can work with dignity. Some organisations in the cities where they are employed have got together to ensure that they are placed with families under humane conditions. But lack of any organisation in their States of origin makes this task difficult. Parents at times write and ask them to trace the girls who have gone to the city but they are often unable to do it even when their name is known because the traffickers tell them to give a wrong name and address. 

The first step in organising them is awareness building in their communities about the nature of domestic work and the devious ways of the traffickers. In States like Nagaland one has to create public opinion against means such as “adopting” them for free labour. The second step is to create a good network between their communities and the organisations in the cities that work for their rights. This network should ensure that every girl who goes out is registered, has an identity card, is met at the station at her arrival by a person who can be identified clearly as a representative of the organisation and that they are placed with families with a just contract in order to ensure good working conditions. In other words, the domestic workers have to be treated as human beings with a right to a life with dignity..
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