
RIO DE JANEIRO: Whenever Elisa goes out in her small town in
northeastern Brazil, she fears seeing the family she once considered
her own. After almost three decades of domestic work with no pay
and little freedom, Elisa realized she was a slave and plotted to es-
cape the household where she had lived since the age of seven. The
38-year-old was rescued in 2018 after alerting the authorities and
has started to build a new life. But a reminder of her captivity, fear
and exploitation is never too far away.

“Every now and then I see the family,” she told said on by phone
from her home in Ipira town in Bahia state. The family told officials
they took Elisa in as a child after she was abandoned by her parents
when they separated. “It is kind of a horrible, difficult feeling,” added
Elisa, who did not give her real name for fear of reprisals. “There’s a
sense of fear, even though they can’t do anything to me.”

Elisa’s rescue was a rare victory for labor officials, who said do-
mestic servitude in Brazil is difficult to identify and stop because
victims rarely see themselves as modern-day slaves. While labor in-
spectors can visit workplaces at will to check for slavery, they must
obtain permission from a judge to enter a home and said evidence
of abuse from victims was a prerequisite. Of 3,513 workers found in
slavery-like conditions by officials from 2017 to 2019, only 21 were
in domestic servitude.

“It is very rare to receive complaints (about domestic servi-
tude) ... as most (victims) never realize they are being abused,”
said labor prosecutor Ana Lucia Stumpf Gonzalez. And advocates
fear the coronavirus pandemic will see more domestic workers
trapped with abusive employers indefinitely yet unlikely to speak
out or seek help for fear of losing their job. Even when victims are
rescued and their captors prosecuted or fined, officials said rela-
tively low compensation payments for domestic servitude and the
rarity of jail terms for modern slavery meant exploitative bosses
were unlikely to be deterred.

Yet domestic servitude hit the headlines in Brazil in June when

authorities found a 61-year-old maid who they judged to have been
kept as a slave in a mansion in Sao Paulo for years. The case shocked
the public - she was found living in a shed, and her boss worked for
Avon. The beauty company fired the executive and said it would
provide financial aid to the victim. The ex-Avon employee, who
along with her husband and mother was charged with enslaving a
worker, has denied the charges. Prosecutors are seeking R$1 million
($190,000) in damages.

Abuse and violence
While there is no data on domestic servitude, government data

from 2014 shows about 174,000 children were employed as domes-
tic workers. By law, domestic workers must be at least 18.

Many families in Brazil employ at least one domestic worker. In
some cases, they take in abandoned children to raise as their own
but subject them to domestic servitude, advocates say. Labor pros-
ecutor Luciana Coutinho said the abuse of young maids was under-
reported, and that it belonged to a “hardcore” class of child labor -
along with sexual exploitation and drug trafficking - that was con-
sidered particularly tough to prevent.

Cases only come to light when there is a complaint or a tragedy,
“when the child suffers sexual abuse, is beaten or killed, which has
unfortunately happened before”, Coutinho said. If victims are not
identified and rescued at a young age, they might never be discov-
ered as adults, labor inspectors said. “The longer the victim remains
in the home environment with deprivation of ... rights, the more dif-
ficult it is to (carry out a) rescue,” said Mauricio Krepsky, head of
the Division of Inspection for the Eradication of Slave Labor.

In 2017, authorities received a tip-off about a domestic worker
kept as a slave in Rubim, a town in Minas Gerais state. The woman,
then aged 68, had not been paid for years and her dead husband’s
pension was being taken by her boss. Yet she struggled to accept
she had been enslaved even after her rescue, according to labor

prosecutor Juliane Mombelli who participated in the rescue.
“She thought that she was being protected by the employer,

because she was alone in the world - a widow,” Mombelli said.
Since the COVID-19 pandemic, the federation of unions for do-
mestic workers (Fenatrad) said some employers had forced their
maids to stay and threatened to fire them if they went home.
“The employer wants them to stay at work, it’s abuse. In order
not to be unemployed, they submit,” said Luiza Batista, president
of Fenatrad. 

Compensation challenge
Authorities and activists say securing compensation is key to

helping victims who in many cases have only ever known a life of
domestic servitude, and have no education, family or friends. Yet
labor prosecutors said they were limited by the financial means of
the abusers when seeking damages for victims.

In 2017, an employer in Elisio Medrado in Bahia state who ex-
ploited his domestic worker from the age of 12 to 52 was ordered to
pay her severance worth R$79,000 ($14,818). However he did not
show up at the hearing to finalize the payment, leaving the victim
empty-handed, according to a labor inspector’s report reviewed by
the Thomson Reuters Foundation. In Elisa’s case, she was pleased
to get about R$100,000 ($18,452) in damages, severance and back
pay from her bosses, although labor prosecutors said she would
have received a much larger sum if she had been exploited by
wealthy employers or a company. 

The money has allowed Elisa to buy her own house - a far cry
from when all of her possessions fit into two desk drawers. She still
cleans houses for a living, but on her own terms and takes home
about R$35 ($6.54) a day - in line with the minimum wage. “It’s a lot
of work for little money, but enough to pay for electricity, water and
food,” she said. “You live one day at a time. One thing I’d like to do
is study, to get a better job.” — Reuters
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Brazil struggles to rescue 
housemaids from slavery

No pay, no freedom: A horrible, difficult feeling

Sexual abuse, assault: 
The grim prospects for 
blind women in China
BEIJING: When Xiao Jia lost her sight as a teenager she was
told the “respectable” career choice was to become a massage
therapist. Instead she found an industry rife with abuse and ag-
gression, where women are afforded little protection.  The visually
impaired are encouraged to work in massage parlors in China be-
cause it is believed they are extra sensitive to touch. 

It’s also seen as a practical option in a country that routinely
separates those with disabilities from the rest of society from a
young age, and where few professions are willing to accommo-
date blind staff. But for many blind women the reality is full of
risks. Xiao said she was regularly groped by male customers who
also demanded sexual favors and tried to force her to touch them
inappropriately.  “The most serious time (a customer) was very
fierce, he took me into a separate room and closed both doors,
and then asked me to massage a certain part of him,” she told AFP.

“He said if I didn’t agree he would smash up the shop. He was
drunk at that time and said that he had been taking drugs. I was
very scared,” the 28-year-old added.  It has been 14 years since
she lost sight due to a genetic condition, and this is not the future
she envisioned.  Rights activists estimate 40 percent of women

have faced sexual harassment in China, where a patriarchal sys-
tem, victim-blaming and conservative attitudes mean reporting
sex crimes and securing convictions can be difficult.

Blind women in the massage industry are even more vulnerable,
says lawyer Li Ying, who warns that the real number who have
faced sexual harassment is likely far higher than the general pop-
ulation.  Many in the profession have told charities they endured
physical or sexual assault but as such incidents are rarely reported
to authorities there are no official records detailing how high ha-
rassment levels are.

Constant harassment
Li was the first lawyer to bring a case under China’s new sexual

harassment legislation - which she won. Until 2018 there was no
legal definition of sexual harassment and no regulations on how
to handle such cases in schools and workplaces. But blind women
are often “more vulnerable”, Li warned. “We find that in the serv-
ice industry in general, people are more likely to be sexually ha-
rassed, and the nature of blind massage makes the proportion
higher,” she added. Therapist Ming Yue, who asked to use her
nickname, has worked in more than ten different parlors and re-
calls being groped and abused by clients in every one. The first
incident came when she was just 18 and a male customer tried to
touch her breasts and legs during the massage. 

The 24-year-old, who suffered an eye infection that led to
blindness in her early teens, explained: “I didn’t know what to do.
I had never experienced this before and no one had taught me
how to handle this.” For Miaomiao, who also gave only her nick-
name, the sexual harassment began when she was a teenage intern

at a massage parlor.  Customers would deliberately not wear un-
derwear to “trick” her into touching their genitals while others
simply tried to make her do so. But none of the women who spoke
to AFP had filed a police complaint - mostly out of fear. “I didn’t
tell anyone - telling them won’t solve the problem but could make
things worse,” explained Miaomiao, who lost her sight aged eight
because of a degenerative condition. — AFP 

BEIJING: Photo shows former massage therapist Xiao Jia preparing ahead of an
online makeup class she teaches for blind people at her home in Beijing. — AFP


