SLAVERY

Almost 550 slaves found on Benjina
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The number of enslaved fisher-
men found on a remote Indonesian
island has now reached nearly 550,
after a fact-finding team returned
for a single day to make sure no one
had been left behind nearly a week
after more than half of the men were
removed in a dramatic rescue.

Many of the 210 identified Thurs-
day were Myanmarese who wanted
to leave, but there were a few holdouts
— men who claimed they were owed
years of back pay from their bosses,
said Steve Hamilton, deputy chief of
mission at the International Organiza-
tion for Migration in Jakarta.

An in-depth investigation by the
Associated Press published last
month led to the discovery of mas-
sive rights abuses in the island vil-
lage of Benjina and surrounding wa-
ters, The report traced slave-caught
seafood from there to Thailand
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where it can then enter the supply
chains of some of America’s biggest
supermarket chains and retailers.

Many of the men interviewed
said they had been tricked or even
kidnapped before being put on boats
in Thailand and taken to Indonesia.
They were forced to work almost
non-stop under horrendous condi-
tions, some brutally beaten by their
Thai captains when they were sick
or caught resting.

Last week, Indonesian authorities
rescued around 330 migrants from
Benjina, bringing them to the island
of Tual, where they are now being
sheltered by the government. Those
found Thursday by a team, which
included Myanmar officials, remain
in Benjina.

It is unclear who will pay for the
mass repatriation. A former slave
now in Tua! said conditions were
relatively good there. He said the
men were getting medical care and
enough to eat, but their living quar-
ters were cramped and many did not
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have a change of clothes since they
left quickly with only what they
were wearing.

President Joko “Jokowi” Widodo
has ordered his administration to
form a special team to handle the
slavery case.

“What we are doing about the
Benjina situation will become an
international benchmark, [showcas-
ing] the seriousness of Indonesia in
addressing illegal fishing and slav-
ery” Maritime Affairs and Fisher-
ies Minister Susi Pudjiastuti said on
Tuesday.

She explained that local fisheries
products were at risk of being boy-
cotted by the international commu-
nity if the government failed to show
commitment in cracking down on
forced labor in the fisheries sector.

Susi pointed out that Indonesia’s
position on forced labor was clear,
as the government had long ratified
the International Labour Organiza-
tion’s (ILO) 1957 Convention on the
Abolition of Forced Labor in Law

No. 19/1999,

In his speech before the meeting,
Jokowi reminded ministers and of-
ficials involved to maintain what he
lauded as good work in combating
illegal fishing. .

“If we look back at the last cou-
ple of months, what we’ve done in
terms of law enforcement [was] a
job well done and this needs to be
maintained” he said.

Meanwhile, Myanmar opposition
leader Aung San Suu Kyi said Thurs-
day in her country’s capital, Naypy-
itaw, it was up to governments “to
protect the rights of the citizens and
to bring them back out of bondage”.

“That is the most obvious and
very simple solution and unavoid-
able duty of any responsible govern-
ment,” she told reporters.

While most fisherman found in
Benjina were Myanmarese, there
also were scores of Cambodians.
The toll of 550 did not include men
— many of whom also were enslaved
— from poor parts of Thailand.




