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It’s a hot and steamy beach resort which attracts up to five million tourists annually and brings much needed cash to a faltering economy. But it comes at a cost. Its in-your-face sex industry lures sex tourists from around the world like flies to a garbage dump. If the local Thai women come to Pattaya from its surrounding hinterland in search of work, then the foreigners come to play. With money in their wallets, there is little that is off limits. 

Lying 100 miles south east of Thailand’s capital Bangkok, Pattaya is often referred to as the ‘city of vice’. Prostitution is the mainstay of the economy and there is little appetite amongst the Pattayan business class to question the morality of this seedy industry when so many of them live comfortably off lucrative proceeds gained through their exploited ‘human merchandise’. Human life is sacred but in Pattaya human life is cheap. 

Three years ago, school teacher Andrew McCaroll and his wife Roisin, a dental practice manager had just celebrated the marriage of their daughter Karen and their son Paul was similarly safely reared. The committed Catholics knew they were at a crossroads and rather than let themselves drift along, they began to search for a new direction and meaning in their lives. The initial plan was to travel across Europe over the course of a year, visiting Marian shrines en route. 

But as they prayed for illumination as to how this venture should proceed, a new door opened to them through the Redemptorists at Clonard monastery. Hearing of the priest’s work in an orphanage in Pattaya, the couple made a radical act of faith and solidarity: they sold up everything – house and belongings – and volunteered to work at the orphanage for a year. 

Landing into Pattaya, Andrew McCarroll recalls his shock. “I was physically sickened and disgusted by what I saw and annoyed that people would consider Pattaya a ‘paradise’ or even a perfect holiday resort when it is so obvious that below the veneer ordinary Thais are being exploited.” It never fails to amaze him that so many men can not see the dangers to them and to those trapped in this miserable existence. Like the sex trade in other parts of the world, it is highly organised and dangerous in Pattaya. “Behind the smiles, these people are genuinely desperate and will resort to anything while telling you they love you after the first greeting.” Many of the women and boys involved in the sex trade “get raped and beaten because all types of depravity is attracted to this city of sin.”

The roots of Pattaya’s fall from grace lie in the Vietnam War according to Roisin. “Forty years ago it was a quiet fishing village. But the War and the need for American soldiers to have a place for ‘r &r’ created the demand and Thai men and women came from all over, especially the poorest northern regions to earn what to them was a lot of money. Some hoped to fall in love with a US GI and go to the US with their boyfriends. Today it is still a dream of many Thai women that they will meet and marry a Westerner. But for every one success story there are thousands of girls left either pregnant or HIV positive or abused in some way. It’s a chicken and egg situation – the demand was there so they supplied and now the supply is there so the demand from the Western world perpetuates it.” 

Though Belfast has seen pretty poor conditions in its time, nothing prepared Andrew and Roisin for the poverty of Pattaya’s slums, comprising row upon row of makeshift ramshackle housing with no sanitation and very little or no food. And yet Andrew says that “even in the poorest of conditions we were warmly welcomed”. In Roisin’s opinion, “Poverty is a hardship anywhere, whether you have a mortgage and credit cards and no job or whether you have no home but squat on the side of the road eating whatever you can cobble together and working for long hours for slave wages.” One of the contributing factors is their low sense of self worth. They believe they cannot change their incarnation. “But with education, poverty can be cured and furthermore education gives you choices”. 

This is one of the reasons why the couple decided towards the end of their year-long stay that they would start a new project aimed specifically at educating the street kids from the slums. According to Andrew, “We were feeling overwhelmed by the whole situation and felt that we might as well head home to Belfast because we were not making any difference. But it all changed in the last two to three weeks of our stay. People came to us and told us how the money they’d received  helped them with their rent or assisted in some way. There is a huge need for help” 

Three years on, the project they founded now supports the schooling of 150 children and ensures their lunches, uniforms and books are paid for. Kate’s Project Centre of Hope, which was named after Roisin’s mother, also ensures that families of the children receive a food drop once a month while the rents of 25 families are paid or part-paid. Andrew explains that this small Centre of Hope costs between €35-45,000 a year to operate and a lot of that money has come from their own personal money or fundraising. With just four major sponsors behind the project, it is a constant headache to find the money to cover their bills. 

“What started with a couple of children has mushroomed. Like many families we have failures and successes,” explains Roisin. “We work with transient people who will move from place to place sometimes because the landlord throws them off his land in order to develop it. To date we are proud that we have never turned down any reasonable request for help from the children. Our fear is that without this help they will once again become the prey and fodder of paedophiles. The problem is HUGE with hundreds of thousands suffering.” In Andrew’s opinion, “Irish people are blinkered when they go there. They go to Beach Road and its bars and discos but ‘Boystown’ where young men sell themselves shocked me.” 

They have no regrets of their initial decision to sell all and give to the poor. For Roisin it was a spontaneous response. “We made our decision on the spur of the moment, it felt right and afterwards we felt a great sense of freedom. We jumped and God caught us! This is always the basis of our faith and we continue to trust that God will take care of us and our extended family.” She says they will never return to their “old life”, rather they are committed to working to raise money and awareness of this injustice. 

Andrews sums their philosophy up: “As a man in my 50s I began to realise that life means more than simply gathering possessions that you can’t take with you – so go out and make an impact with your life!” For the retired teacher he feels happiest “when I know that I am helping someone and seeing the children attending school.” 

For further information - contact http://www.katesproject.co.nr/

Email katesproject@hotmail.co.uk or Tel: 0044 (0) 2890 325 339 


