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Organizational X-Ray


Almost every nonprofit organization has a Web site, a glossy brochure, and a well-spoken representative to spread awareness and raise funds. To fully understand how an NGO operates, however, one must view it from within and acknowledge both the good and bad aspects of its work.

I had the opportunity to spend one month interning with the Development and Education Programme for Daughters and Communities (DEPDC) in Mae Sai, Thailand, during the summer of 2005. During my time there, I was able to learn more about the organization’s strengths and weaknesses. This paper will detail what I learned about the DEPDC, paying particular attention to how the NGO operates and deals with social justice issues, and ending with an analysis of my time as an intern.

First, a brief history of the organization is needed. The DEPDC was begun in 1989 by its current director, Sompop Jantraka (DEPDC). It was conceived as a community-based program aimed at preventing girls (and later boys, too) from entering the sex industry (DEPDC). By offering children access to education and jobs, Jantraka and others believed they could provide vulnerable youth options outside of sex work. Many of the children helped by the DEPDC are hill tribe members, often Akha, and some have suffered from abuse and/or other family problems that make them vulnerable to exploitation.

The DEPDC began in 1989 with a group of 19 children, and today more than 360 children are supported by the organization in some way (DEPDC). More than 200 students attend the Patak Half Day School, which provides an education for children who cannot attend government schools (often because they are not Thai citizens). More than 50 children live at the DEPDC full-time, often attending public schools with funds provided by the NGO. Other children live at DEPDC-supported shelters, such as the Border Child Protection and Rights Centre (BCPR) and a center for young women in Doi Luang.

Central to the DEPDC’s mission is the concept of education. Jantraka has often stated that education is the key to keeping children and young adults from entering the sex industry, and the DEPDC was founded with education as its primary tool for prevention. The quality of education provided to children at the DEPDC, as well as the usefulness of this focus on education, must be evaluated.

Because the highest percentage of DEPDC-sponsored children attend the Patak Half Day School, I will begin with a discussion of this program. This school was created as an alternative to Thai public schooling, usually for children who lack Thai citizenship (and therefore cannot attend government schools without paying high tuition) or who have had problems in the public schools. A school bus, which was donated by the government of Japan in 2002, picks children up in the mornings and drops them off in the afternoons. Classes, which cover all basic subjects taught in government schools, are informal and last only the first half of the day. The second half of the day should be filled with vocational training and/or activities.

The Patak Half Day School has a very positive role to play in its community. Without this alternative form of education, most of its students would not be able to attend any form of classes. Although a diploma from Patak is not as prestigious as a government diploma, it does carry value and may help young adults find jobs and possibly go to college. After graduation, many former students have been assisted with the DEPDC’s job placement services and some have chosen to stay on with the organization and work with the NGO as staff members. 

Without Patak, many children would be forced to stay home alone during the day while their parents worked. This would make them vulnerable to getting into trouble (drug addiction and dealing, as well as teen pregnancy, can be issues for youth in this area) and possibly being preyed upon by traffickers. Many anti-trafficking activists argue that children are less likely to be trafficked while in school, since they are busy with their studies and have a system of contacts and commitments within the school itself. 

However, improvements to the Patak School are needed. The informal nature of the schooling, in particular, leads to a lower quality of education. Although each class has a set schedule, with teachers coming to the room to teach a variety of subjects, this schedule is often ignored. Sometimes teachers simply don’t show up, and other times teachers go to class only to find that their students are not there. There is no system of taking attendance, and both teachers and students may feel there is nothing to lose by ditching class. Some children are actually encouraged by the DEPDC staff to help out in the kitchen rather than attend classes. When everyone is together in class, students usually don’t have any form of textbooks and curriculums, such as those followed in Thai public schools, are not sufficiently followed. 

The facilities are also a problem at Patak. The classroom building is a two-level structure with an opening in the center that rises all the way to the roof. The second floor classes form a circle around this opening, with a railing all the way around, and the entire first floor is visible from the second. This design was not a good one for a classroom building, since it allows every noise to echo throughout the halls and into the classes. The rooms do not have doors, and they also have open windows and front walls that do not rise all the way to the ceiling. This design, combined with the noise produced by younger children who are often running and playing in the halls and all over the first floor, create a very poor learning environment. Some classes do not even have a room, but rather set up chairs on the first floor and gather around the odd wipe-off board. During my time spent at the DEPDC as a volunteer English teacher, I often had to shout to be heard in class and could not hear my students’ replies.

When classes finish and the first half of the day is complete, students are often left with nothing to do. Although the DEPDC promises vocational training and activities for the children, these rarely take place. Usually, the children are left to entertain themselves for several hours before returning home. Many students, especially the younger ones, go to see the foreign volunteers in the office and beg to have games and craft supplies to play with.

These problems are often greater at other DEPDC centers. Several dozen children at the BCPR center, who have all been abandoned by their families and/or survived abusive situations, do not receive any form of education. Their days are spent playing and hanging out, with the occasional activity planned, but they do not attend classes. A very informal education exists for the girls at Doi Luang, and their instructors are not trained teachers. 

The education provided by the DEPDC is also lacking in one important aspect: Sex and HIV education. It is surprising that an organization dedicated to preventing children’s entry into the sex industry would ignore such a subject, but the staff has chosen not to provide classes on sex or HIV. Only young women in the Mekong Youth Net (MYN) project, who live in Mae Sai for one year to learn about trafficking issues in the Mekong Region, are exposed to this kind of information. Sex and HIV education should be provided to all students so they may make better life decisions, especially because many of them face personal circumstances in which they must be self-reliant and are vulnerable to exploitation.

Because education is such an important aspect of the DEPDC, one must also ask whether an education-based approach to the prevention of prostitution actually works. As noted earlier, children may be less likely to be trafficked if they are in school. After they graduate, however, does having a higher level of education protect them from exploitation? It is important to note that many people enter the sex industry knowingly, and understand what work they will do and how much they will be paid. Because of this, one must focus on the economics of prostitution.

Unemployment is extremely high in northern Thailand, as compared to the rest of the country, and members of hill tribe minorities who lack citizenship cannot legally work or leave their province. Because these minorities have limited economic options, they represent the poorer sections of Thailand’s population and are often attracted to jobs within the sex industry. In order to prevent entrance into prostitution, people must be offered a combination of both education and employment opportunities. Many nonprofit organizations make the mistake of offering vocational training for careers that are not in demand or cannot generate enough money for survival. The DEPDC has begun to address this issue, and currently a project is being discussed that would train students to work in luxury hotels that are being built in the area. More job opportunities are needed, however, and it is naïve to believe that education alone can keep people from becoming sex workers. People need options, and unattractive jobs are better than no jobs when it comes to feeding your family.

There are many important social aspects of the DEPDC, in addition to education, and these must also be discussed. One of the organization’s greatest strengths is its position in the community and how personal relationships positively affect the children and the NGO itself. Jantraka and his family are integral to the DEPDC, and every day they are seen helping staff and students at the centers. Jantraka’s mother is often seen in the kitchens, helping to prepare food for the children. His school-aged son may be seen playing games with the children and bringing them treats. Many students, and even staff, call Jantraka “father” in Thai. For many children, the Jantrakas are the closest thing to family, which may explain why some DEPDC graduates choose to stay at the center to work as staff members.

The DEPDC has many important community ties, as well. Village leaders, monks, and other important community members often assist in bringing vulnerable children to the DEPDC so they may go to school instead of being trafficked. The organization is well known in the area, and foreigners seen outside of Mae Sai’s small tourist area are immediately recognized as volunteers from “soon luke ying,” which is the DEPDC in Thai. Sometimes this kind of recognition is a bad thing; there are people who threaten volunteers, staff and especially Jantraka for hurting the sex trade. Many community members approve of the DEPDC, however, and it may be said that their support sometimes protects volunteers and staff. 

At DEPDC centers, children often establish strong bonds with their friends, staff members and volunteers. Older children take care of younger ones; children fight, as all children do, but there is a support system that doesn’t allow things to go too far. Activity weeks and a “fun room” have been established so children may have fun and enjoy some luxuries, such as toys and candy. The DEPDC also encourages children to make friends with students at other centers, and children from several centers meet every week to go swimming at a local pool. In July, children at the BCPR center hosted an activity day and each child invited one student and one staff member from the DEPDC center in Mae Sai to attend. 

This focus on friendship, however, may sometimes undermine the importance of blood ties. The DEPDC sometimes takes the unfortunate step of separating siblings by placing them at different centers. This separation is extremely upsetting for the children involved, and the reasons behind it (usually based on age) are not well founded, particularly because centers are not rigidly divided based on age or other factors. Given that children living at the DEPDC have already lost their parents in some way, it seems cruel and unfair to divide them from their siblings. More attention needs to be put on keeping families together, and extra measures should be taken to ensure that siblings stay at the same center.

The children at the DEPDC have gone through difficult situations, and their mental health should be a primary concern. Thailand does not have the focus on psychology that is found in the West, although that may be slowly changing. At the DEPDC, children do not attend counseling even when they exhibit signs of trauma (such as the inability to sleep or socialize). This is unfortunate, especially since some foreign volunteers have backgrounds that could be useful in this area. Dutch volunteer Joeke de Hair, for example, is a child psychologist who has been with the DEPDC in Mae Sai for more than a year. Despite her repeated offers to provide counseling and give staff training, de Hair has not been asked by the DEPDC to do any work in this field.

Physical well being does not always receive as much attention as needed, either. Nutrition is often a concern, with food shortages being a primary issue. The DEPDC is an all-vegetarian organization, with most meals consisting of white rice and vegetables. This diet would be fine if protein-rich foods, such as eggs and beans, were not so rare. When children go for swim lessons, they are given two pieces of bread covered in sweet milk for dinner after they have been swimming laps. This meal is their first food since lunch at noon, and dinner is given at approximately 8 p.m. At the BCPR center, staff sometimes give children dirty tap water when they run out of bottled drinking water (although staff members won’t drink the tap water). Children at the BCPR are also often overrun with head lice, but the organization does not provide them with medicinal shampoos. One recent BCPR foreign volunteer contracted head lice three times in six months.

As is the case with many nonprofit organizations, many problems at the DEPDC are due to funding limitations. Luckily, the DEPDC is very open to fundraising opportunities and maintaining strong contacts locally and internationally. Their willingness to accept foreign volunteers has strengthened their network for activism and funding, and they have dedicated staff and volunteers who seek out new opportunities. Media attention, such as a recent PBS documentary about Jantraka (“New Heroes”) and a documentary about the DEPDC (“Sons and Daughters: Preventing Child Trafficking in the Golden Triangle”) that was shown at the Boston International Film Festival, has resulted in international donations to the NGO. Visitors (with appointments) are encouraged to tour DEPDC centers and learn more about the issues affecting hill tribe minorities. These actions strengthen the organization and help provide future funding.

The DEPDC also takes an active effort to monitor its progress. The organization held its annual three-day meeting in early July, in which each staff and volunteer department presented its activities, plans, and needs to the rest of the NGO. A needs assessment was also completed recently, with staff and student surveys being collected and processed to better understand the strengths and weaknesses of the organization. 

It was helpful to be interning with the DEPDC while so many important activities were taking place. I began my internship on the first day of the organization’s annual meeting, and I was able to immediately see how staff and volunteers worked together. Because I was only with the DEPDC for one month, perhaps it is easier for me to step back and analyze the good and bad of the organization and its internship program.

As an intern, I benefited from a wonderful support network. Although many staff members did not speak English, the high number of foreign volunteers ensured that I could communicate with staff and students. The volunteers were extremely helpful when it came to finding a place to live, getting to know Mae Sai, and learning more about the DEPDC. This close-knit group of people accepted me as a friend immediately, and I was happy to discover that it was possible to have a social life while interning in the mountains for a month.

Work was slightly difficult because most foreign volunteers stay with the organization for six months or more, and also take Thai classes before starting. I spoke no Thai when I started (by the end I could count to a thousand and say a few simple phrases) and was only staying with the NGO for the month of July. I could not take on any long-term projects due to these factors, and I often worried that I was getting in the way more than I was helping. However, I soon began teaching English and helping to prepare the DEPDC newsletter and brochure. Because I am a trained journalist and English is my native language, I was able to write and edit in ways other volunteers could not. I also assisted Canadian volunteer Cindy Low as she prepared an activity room for the children who live at the DEPDC full-time.

I would recommend the DEPDC internship program to others, although I would strongly suggest staying on for at least six months and taking Thai language lessons before beginning. I would also recommend the internship to self-starters, since volunteers must be motivated to find projects and do work without prompting. There is much to do at the DEPDC, and the staff cannot plan out volunteers’ schedules.

As is the case with other internships, it is important to identify your goals before committing to serving with the DEPDC. This is probably not the place to go if you want to work specifically in a particular field (such as psychology or policy), but it is the place if you want to understand hill tribe, citizenship, trafficking and child rights issues from a first-hand perspective. Interns have a variety of responsibilities, and some of those duties must include teaching and administrative work. 

The DEPDC isn’t a perfect organization, but it has promise. Its staff and volunteers are dedicated to preventing child trafficking and they have been building the resources needed to achieve their goals. Interning with this organization helped me to better understand these issues, and I left Mae Sai with many friends and a love for northern Thailand. I would recommend this experience to others, and hope they enjoyed working with the DEPDC as much as I did.
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