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Founded and directed by Daniel Hopson, the nonprofit 
group Children of the Forest provides these children in 
urgent need with education, healthcare, and safety. In 
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young writers and artists to produce Forget Me Not, a 
series of comic book-style stories told and illustrated 
by the children. It is through projects like Forget Me 
Not and the support of Children of the Forest that 
Karen and Mon children like Aek, Jodewa, Wanchai, 
Pokong, Sormonor, Tor, and Mongbajo have found 
their voices, told their stories, and changed their lives.
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EDITOR’S FOREWORD
ANDY ZEAL

This book was originally conceived as a cooperative art proj-
ect between a group of teenagers attending Children of the 
Forest’s Borderlands program for at-risk stateless youth and 
myself, an illustrator from the USA who was volunteering with 
Children of the Forest at the time. The idea was to use the for-
mat of comic books to offer the kids a new creative outlet and 
an opportunity to share some of their vision of the world. A 
kind of fusion between the children’s undiluted creative en-
ergy and the more adult world of realistic drawings and nar-
rative structure. The book is also about child trafficking and 
the Thai-Myanmar border, two things that have a great impact 
on almost all the people who live in this region of the world.

The six stories in this book were all written by a group of 
about ten teenagers and five of the six stories were drawn by 
them as well. The kids, who had a wide range of artistic ability 
and experience, spent about a month or so building some of 
the skills used to make comics. We practiced drawing, talked 
about character development, narrative arc, and made a few 
short comics as practice. Then we brainstormed. We talked 
about child trafficking and the Thai-Myanmar border, what 
they have heard or experienced concerning human trafficking, 
and what ways the border, only kilometers away, affects their 
everyday lives. With the help of Children of the Forest staff 
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member and friend Machima, we discussed what puts chil-
dren at risk of getting trafficked, how they can minimize the 
risk, why some people may be tempted to put themselves at 
risk, and stories of children who didn’t have any choice at all.

After these discussions, they wrote stories about children 
and young adults trying to live and thrive in this often harsh 
environment. Some of the tales have many true, nonfictional 
elements but they are all more or less from the writers’ imag-
inations. A few have facts and events plucked out of the news, 
one is based directly on the experience of the writer’s friend, 
and they all have a sense of down-to-earth realism. While 
most of them are not necessarily factual, and some even read 
a little like modern day fairy tales, they do represent a form of 
reality. This is the world of child trafficking as understood by 
a group of imaginative adolescents in western Thailand.

I want to thank all of the students involved with making 
this book. I appreciate all the great work they did and the in-
spiration they provided me to keep working too. They often 
gave up what little free time they had to come to write and 
draw (and eat piles of cookies), in order to finish in time. I also 
want to thank Children of the Forest for making the whole 
project possible and being a great organization to work with. 
Lastly, I am especially grateful to two individuals who con-
stantly helped me and the students with the book, Machima 
and Mongbajo. Without their help, creativity, and facilitation 
skills the project would never have worked out as well as it did.

I hope this book will be the first of many like it. The uni-
versally accessible medium of comics has vast potential to help 
us learn about the world. The combination of words and im-
ages allows these stories to cross language barriers and com-
municate with the reader both intellectually and emotionally. 
These characteristics, along with children’s natural interest in 
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comic books, might just make it the perfect medium for giving 
this population a voice.
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COMICS





WORK FOR MONEY 
STORY AND ILLUSTRATIONS BY AEK  
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ABOUT AEK

I am a fourteen-year-old Karen boy. I live in Children of the 
Forest child protection centre. I joined the art project because 
I love comic books. I believe that comic books can spread the 
message on how to be safe from child trafficking to many peo-
ple. My dream is to be a football player. I also hope that one 
day people will stop taking advantage of each other.





FIGHT TRAFFICKING 
STORY BY JODEWA  

ILLUSTRATIONS BY WANCHAI
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ABOUT JODEWA

I am an eighteen-year-old Karen boy. I am studying engineer-
ing in a technical college. I used to live in Children of the 
Forest protection centre. I know what human trafficking is 
like and wanted to tell others about my experience so they 
can be safe. In the future I want to be a singer and I will write 
my own songs. My songs will be magic and will stop people 
killing each other.

ABOUT WANCHAI

I am a fourteen-year-old Mon boy living at Children of the 
Forest. I participated in the drawing project because I wanted 
to learn how to draw but also because I wanted to understand 
more about child trafficking. I want to be able to protect my-
self and my friends from this situation. My dream is to be-
come a pilot. I hope one day people will join with us to stop 
child trafficking.





KINDHEARTED BOXER
STORY AND ILLUSTRATIONS BY POKONG AND SORMONOR













35

ABOUT POKONG

I am a fifteen-year-old Karen girl in grade nine of high school. 
I live at Children of the Forest. I joined the child trafficking 
art project because I wanted to learn drawing but also be-
cause I hope that I can help people around my town be safe 
from the human trafficking that is everywhere here. In the 
future I want to be a teacher and teach children to read and 
write so they will be safe and have good futures.

ABOUT SORMONOR

I am a thirteen-year-old Karen girl. I started drawing with the 
Children of the Forest Borderlands group to find a new thing 
to do in my free time. After the project finished I continued 
to draw. I wanted to be part of the project to make a book on 
child trafficking in this area so that I could help as many peo-
ple as possible know about the problem. I also hope to be a 
small part of the solution to the big problem of child traffick-
ing. My dream for the future is that everyone can be free and 
safe and have equal rights and opportunities.





TRAFFICKING
STORY AND ILLUSTRATIONS BY TOR



















ABOUT TOR

My name is Tor. I am a fourteen-year-old Mon boy. I live at 
Children of the Forest. I joined the art project because I want-
ed to end child trafficking here in the jungle area and also 
around the world. In the future I hope to be an artist and that 
my drawings will help stop all human trafficking.
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BETTER AT HOME
STORY BY TOR 
ILLUSTRATIONS BY ANDY ZEAL
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ABOUT TOR

My name is Tor. I am a fourteen-year-old Mon boy. I live at 
Children of the Forest. I joined the art project because I want-
ed to end child trafficking here in the jungle area and also 
around the world. In the future I hope to be an artist and that 
my drawings will help stop all human trafficking.

ABOUT ANDY ZEAL

I am a (mostly) self-taught illustrator and printmaker, who has 
had a fascination with comics since childhood. I am inter-
ested in exploring the ways that this rich artistic and literary 
medium can cross cultural and geographical boundaries, al-
lowing new and underrepresented populations to tell their 
stories. When not drawing, I pay the bills by growing organic 
vegetables in the Midwest. To contact Andy Zeal, please email 
him at mindfields555@gmail.com or visit https://andrew-zeal.
squarespace.com for more information.





STORY AND ILLUSTRATIONS BY MONGBAJO
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ABOUT MONGBAJO

People call me Mongbajo. I am an eighteen-year-old Karen 
male. I live at Children of the Forest. I am studying in senior 
high school. I joined the art project to let as many people as 
possible know about child trafficking so I am glad that you 
are reading this. In the future I want to go to university and 
become a psychologist. I also want to travel around the world. 
I hope that one day child trafficking will be gone from the 
world and that people will live together in peace and with 
equal rights.
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PROTECTING STATELESS CHILDREN 
ON THE THAI-BURMESE BORDER

DANIEL HOPSON

Children of the Forest (COF) focuses on assisting stateless 
migrant children along the Thai-Burmese border. COF has 
worked in the border region for over ten years and is an offi-
cial foundation in Thailand, the U.S, and the U.K.

The majority of children we assist were born in Thailand 
but are from the Mon and Karen ethnic groups. One of the 
main reasons these children are at such high risk of abuse, ex-
ploitation, and trafficking is their invisibility, the lack of doc-
umentation and citizenship which denies them access to the 
basic protection afforded most children. COF ensures they 
become documented and visible firstly by enrolling all chil-
dren in the COF kindergarten and elementary school. Once 
enrolled a strong follow up team of teachers, outreach leader, 
and social worker are responsible for monitoring and protect-
ing the children. An outreach team consisting of almost en-
tirely local Karen and Mon staff ensures effective fact finding, 
networking, and communication in the multiple languages of 
the area. If a child is absent from school for more than three 
days, the outreach team provide a home visit to quickly ascer-
tain the cause and help the child return to school. In more 
serious cases, where a child has already been trafficked, the 
outreach team may have to travel to the city in order to return 
the child to safety and education.
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A second factor which places these children in such a 
vulnerable position is endemic poverty faced by the state-
less ethnic groups. Accompanying this poverty is a state of 
desperation and complete lack of life choices. Trafficking, at 
least at the initial recruitment stage, generally does not in-
volve coercion or kidnapping. Families, and even the children 
themselves, consent to the trafficking in a desperate attempt 
to improve the family’s financial position. COF staff strive to 
make families aware of the many dangers involved and pro-
mote a long term outlook where safety and education come 
first. In situations where a mother is left alone to take care of 
her children, monthly assistance is provided and shelter in 
our mother and child protection centre is offered.

After statelessness and poverty, a third factor which can 
affect children in the border region is an unstable and dan-
gerous family situation. Children who have been abused, 
abandoned, or orphaned require special protection. The COF 
outreach team, together with community based organizations, 
must be quick to identify and assist these cases before further 
abuse or before the child is trafficked out of the area. For 
these serious cases COF operates a child protection centre. 
Children may receive shelter and care at this centre for just a 
few days or for their entire academic life. The speed and pos-
sibility of reintegration with family naturally varies for each 
case.

Whilst providing the fundamental needs of documenta-
tion, education and protection, we also aim to maintain an 
environment conducive to the growth of emotionally stable, 
motivated, and caring young adults. A wide variety of activities 
are offered to encourage this. Sports, especially football and 
running, have become an important part of daily life at COF. 
Boys and girls covering the entire age range all come together 
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every evening to develop their skills, and have fun. Weekly 
children’s democratic meetings are held to discuss issues 
affecting the community. Through these meetings children 
gain confidence and self-esteem as they learn to express their 
opinions and learn to enjoy taking responsibility for their 
community. Farming is part of the Karen and Mon traditional 
lifestyles and we ensure the children maintain their relation-
ship with nature through regularly planting and taking care 
of rice, vegetables, and a large fruit orchard. Art is used to 
promote self-expression and address social issues. Documen-
taries and film are introduced to assist the children in under-
standing themselves and gaining a wider world view. Through 
film and literature encouragement and inspiration are often 
found as children learn of the struggles and challenges faced 
by other children around the world.

As the children progress in terms of security, education 
and emotional development, we have found the older chil-
dren naturally assist those younger and more vulnerable. This 
peer teaching and guidance has now become an integral part 
of what we do. Already older teenagers are involved in teach-
ing sports, art, maths, and languages to children both at the 
foundation and in surrounding communities. As older chil-
dren enter college and university in areas such as education, 
nursing, and community development, it now seems a very 
real possibility that the children will further what has been 
started and make the foundation their own.

Daniel Hopson, Founder and Director of Children of the Forest
Excerpt from Speech at the 2015 United Nations Day Gala
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CHILDREN OF THE FOREST: A BRIEF HISTORY
MARK CURRAGH

Over a decade ago, COF’s founders visited a small, bamboo 
school on a plantation near Sangkhlaburi on the Thai-Burma 
border. It had forty children aged from three to fourteen, and 
one teacher. The school was attempting to provide Karen and 
Mon migrant children from Burma with basic education and 
Thai language skills to enable them to be safe and avoid ex-
ploitation in the border zone. In the same area we found many 
children who were sick with TB and malaria who could not 
visit hospitals because they lacked formal Thai ID and Thai 
language skills and, therefore, could not access free health 
care. Children were often being sent to work in cities rather 
than receiving education, and those who stayed in the simple 
bamboo school had no further education or career prospects 
when their basic schooling had ended. These are the circum-
stances in which migrant children in Sangkhlaburi face many 
risks from trafficking, abuse, and exploitation in dangerous 
and low paid work.

COF started out to support this school, providing food, 
some money to pay for hospital visits, finding safe homes for 
children at risk, and a volunteer English teacher. With limited 
funds there were always many difficulties, and that was work-
ing with just one plantation school. Having seen the scale 
of need and the many stateless and migrant children in the 
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Sangkhlaburi area who had no access to education, we de-
cided to start a school. With generous support, initially from 
family members, and from ongoing sponsors and donors, 
COF was able to acquire some land and build a small free 
school on it. We expected fifty children to attend the school, 
but 150 arrived on the first day.

COF has grown over the last ten years, from the single- 
room bamboo school, to a multifaceted project with strong 
connections to the Sangkhlaburi area. This includes the COF 
free school, a protection programme for at-risk children with 
on-site accommodation, support to children attending lo-
cal Thai schools, outreach programmes to jungle and plan-
tation schools, the borderlands arts and vocational training 
programme for teenagers, a medical clinic, and a mother and 
child protection centre.

Approximately 300 children attend the COF Free School 
up to grade three, while 110 children and teens are part of the 
COF protection program. The borderlands and preparation 
programmes support teens through a variety of innovative 
and holistic activities including assistance in distance learn-
ing, life skills, sports, art, music, and work experience. The 
mother and child protection programme provides a safe envi-
ronment for mothers escaping violence and abuse, and access 
to education for their accompanying children. COF continues 
to provide support to children in five jungle schools, and its 
medical clinic and women’s health centre is a vital service for 
children, teens and mothers at risk from TB, malaria, injuries, 
sexually transmitted diseases, and HIV/AIDs.

We strongly believe that access to education and health 
care, and protection from trafficking, violence and exploita-
tion are fundamental human rights. Securing these rights for 
at-risk migrant and stateless children and teenagers in the 
Sangkhlaburi area responds to these core values.
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TRAFFICKING OF PEOPLE IN THAILAND
STAN JAGGER

The United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC) 
defines trafficking in persons as including “recruitment, 
transport, transfer, harbouring or receipt of persons.” This is 
done through various means including “threat or use of force, 
deception, coercion, abduction, fraud, or giving payments 
or benefits.” People are trafficked for a variety of reasons. In 
particular this includes for the purposes of forced labour or 
sexual exploitation (UNDOC, 2014: 15-16). According to Luis 
C de Baca, US Department of State Ambassador-at-Large to 
Monitor and Combat Trafficking in Persons, it is “reducing 
someone to, or holding someone in, a condition of compelled 
service” (US Department of State, 2014: 29).

There are an estimated 1.2 to 1.5 million undocumented 
migrant workers from Burma in Thailand (UNIAP, 2012; FED, 
2014). Many of these workers have been trafficked into the 
country. Sangkhlaburi on the Thai–Burma border is one of the 
main entry points for trafficking of people into Thailand from 
Burma. Other trafficking transit points on the Thai–Burma 
border include Ranong, Mae Sot, Mae Hong Son, and Chiang 
Mai Province (UNIAP, 2010). The risks posed to women and 
children from trafficking in the border zone of Sangkhlaburi, 
for example, have meant that a local organisation, Children 
of the Forest, has been involved in education and awareness 
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raising about this issue, and in direct interventions to pre-
vent women and children being trafficked. Most people from 
Burma trafficked into Thailand are from conflict-affected eth-
nic regions, some of which border Thailand. They are often 
forced into work in the fishing industry, seafood processing, 
labouring, garment production, or prostitution.

Recently there has also been an increase in members of 
the persecuted Muslim Rohingya community fleeing inter- 
communal violence in Burma’s western Rakhine State. They 
have been trafficked by sea or over land through Thailand 
and into Malaysia (Le Fevere, 2015). The discovery by Thai and 
Malaysian authorities of trafficking camps on the Thai–Ma-
laysia border in May 2015, has further revealed the appalling 
conditions for those being trafficked. This has included being 
held to ransom at sea, and on land in makeshift prisons by 
people smugglers, and even being killed if ransoms are not 
paid. While they are seeking refuge from dire conditions in 
Burma, those who do make it across borders are often further 
exploited by corrupt employers and forced into low paid and 
dangerous work. This work has typically been in factories or 
on fishing boats.

Many long-term stateless migrants from Burma living in 
the border zones on the Thai side of the Thai–Burma bor-
der still lack formal Thai ID or registration, even after many 
years. In some cases, they now have children who are also 
unregistered. They cannot officially travel further into Thai-
land, but they are often lured further into the country with 
offers of work and passage through checkpoints. In doing so, 
they frequently find themselves in more exploitative working 
conditions and threatened by employers with being handed 
over to authorities if they complain about their conditions, as 
they remain illegal immigrants.
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The process of trafficking usually involves brokers oper-
ating inside Burma and on the Thai–Burma border who lure 
people who are trafficked with promises of employment and 
good wages in Thailand (UNAIP, 2010; Human Rights Watch, 
2010). Many decades of military repression, conflict, and pov-
erty in Burma have produced a situation where people are 
attracted by offers of better pay and work conditions in oth-
er countries. The brokers demand large sums of money from 
people who have very little to start with, only to deliver them 
into forced labour in dangerous work, with virtually no pay. 
People who are trafficked often find themselves in situations 
where abusive and unscrupulous employers claim they are 
owed large sums of money for inflated costs of travel, accom-
modation, and other expenses, supposedly incurred by the 
migrant worker and passed on to the employers by brokers. 
The employers often hold any ID the migrants may have, and 
workers often do not understand any employment documents 
(also held by employers) they have signed (MAP/ CCC 2014; 
Human Rights Watch, 2010). The trafficked worker then has 
to work off this ‘debt.’ In effect they are working as slaves or 
indebted, bonded labourers.

The trafficked migrants work long hours often in hazard-
ous conditions. Typically, migrant workers who have been il-
legally smuggled into Thailand work in factories, in domestic 
labour, on building sites, plantations, and fishing boats. For 
example, in 2013, fifty Burmese workers were rescued from 
atrocious conditions in a plastic recycling factory north of 
Bangkok (FED, 2014). The poor treatment and conditions 
for migrant workers in the fishing industry (Environmental 
Justice Foundation, 2014) and in the garment industry (MAP 
Foundation/ Clean Clothes Campaign, 2014) have also been 
highlighted. There is little consideration by employers for 
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workers’ safety or health risks in these environments. The 
conditions for trafficked workers include long hours in sweat-
shop factory conditions and incarceration in cramped, un-
healthy accommodation adjacent to work sites, or on fishing 
boats at sea. Workers are often locked in, monitored, abused, 
beaten, threatened with violence and/or with being handed 
over to the authorities as illegal migrants (US Department of 
State, 2014; Human Rights Watch, 2010; LRPN, 2010). The ex-
ample of a trafficked Burmese worker below from the 2014 
“Trafficking in Persons Report”, echoes the experiences of 
many others.

Trusting his recruiters, Myo believed he was leaving his 
home in Burma to work in a pineapple factory in Thai-
land. Yet, when he arrived, he was sold to a boat captain 
for the equivalent of approximately $430. He was held on 
the boat for 10 months, forced to work, and beaten regu-
larly. On the rare occasion that the boat docked at port, 
the officers bribed local police to allow them to keep the 
fishermen on the boat rather than risking them escaping 
if they were allowed to set foot on shore. (US Department 
of State, 2014: 34).
For migrant women and girls trafficking often means be-

ing forced into work in the sex industry. “Many women and 
girls from within Thailand and from neighbouring countries 
are victims of sex trafficking, often to meet the demand of sex 
tourists from countries in the region and elsewhere” (US De-
partment of State, 2014: 373). They are often lured with offers 
of good pay and conditions in the hospitality industry, only 
to discover they are in fact working in brothels. They are fre-
quently subjected to violence from brothel owners and cli-
ents, isolated and trapped far from their homes with no mon-
ey or even means to communicate with family members, or 
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with anyone from outside who can help them (Foundation for 
Education and Development, 2014). Women and girls are traf-
ficked across the border or from border areas inside Thailand 
to urban centres such as Bangkok or Chiang Mai to meet the 
demands of the sex industry. Thailand itself is also a regional 
transit route for women and girls being trafficked to be do-
mestic labourers or sex workers further afield to destinations 
like Malaysia or Hong Kong (US Department of State, 2014).

As innocent, inexperienced teenagers, we believed the 
restaurant would be in the city, but it did not sell only beer 
and food, it sold other ‘entertainment.’ They said we could 
not work if we stayed in the same room. We had to ‘en-
tertain’ the guests. Men came to the restaurant when they 
heard new girls had arrived. We cried day and night. We 
told them we would commit suicide if we were forced to do 
this work. The owners would not allow us to leave. We were 
attacked in our rooms. We were always afraid and unable 
to sleep. (Former trafficked sex worker in Thailand, rescued 
by Foundation for Education and Development, 2014).
There are laws in Thailand outlawing human trafficking 

and the mistreatment of migrant workers. These include the 
Child Protection Act (2003), Anti-Trafficking in Persons Act 
(2008), Labour Protection Act (1998 and amendments 2008), 
and the Prevention and Suppression of Prostitution Act (1996) 
(Nobpaon & Hayami 2013; Srakaew, 2010). However, owners of 
businesses who exploit trafficked workers often have arrange-
ments with local authorities, such as payment of bribes, to 
avoid their businesses being raided and facing prosecution 
(US Department of State, 2014; Human Rights Watch, 2010). 
While the 2007 Thai Constitution allows the universal right 
to access public health care services for registered migrant 
workers, registration and purchasing of health cards (1900 
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baht/ US$65) to access these services are difficult and expen-
sive. Furthermore, while employers have to pay a minimum 
wage to registered workers, it is cheaper for them to hire un-
registered workers as they are “seen as desperate and there-
fore easily exploited, at below the prevailing minimum wage” 
(MAP/CCC, 2013: 5). Due to the high demand for cheap labour 
and the role of traffickers in meeting this demand, many mi-
grant workers continue to be employed illegally in bad con-
ditions with little pay. Undocumented migrant workers are a 
vital part of the Thai economy, but are still subject to the fluc-
tuations in the economy, and to frequent crackdowns from 
the authorities. Adding to the difficulties faced by migrant 
workers in Thailand have been the developments since the 
May 2014 coup, with the status and future for migrant workers 
becoming more uncertain.

Local organisations that work to prevent human traffick-
ing, to rescue or rehabilitate trafficked workers, and to raise 
awareness about the issue in Thailand, include organisations 
such as the Labour Rights Promotion Network (LRPN), The 
Foundation for Education and Development (FED), and, in 
Sangkhlaburi, Children of the Forest (COF). The current Thai 
Prime Minister, Prayuth Chan-ocha, has recently stated that 
Thailand will “step up measures against human trafficking” 
(LeFevere, 2015). The closure by Thai authorities of traffick-
ing camps on the Thai–Malaysian border in May 2015 may be 
the first step in doing so. It also revealed the scale of the hu-
man tragedy of people trafficking on land, and for those still 
trapped in boats at sea. In the meantime, the work of local 
organisations, such as COF, LRPN and FED, will continue 
to make a very real difference for people from stateless and 
migrant communities in Thailand who remain at risk from 
people trafficking.
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FORGET ME NOT
STORY BY MARK CURRAGH, ILLUSTRATION BY ANDY ZEAL

Through a crack
in your metal cage
the jungle fades
from this place
to the other place
I am taken
to help my family
to make it right
in a no-name van
crammed
with no-name faces
petrified
as wood
turns to stone
as jungle roads
change to city roads
borderlines
become city lines
check points 
check me
documents that were never mine
whisky-glazed police eyes
crawling all over mine
signing me places
only they know
Who will I be?
the same as I was
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the boy who
dreamed
of rivers and trees
lizards gorge on stolen dreams
sucked in
suck in the pain boy
Which way?
Which way in?
Which way out?
Which way back?
No way out?
No way back?
No way!!!
I’ll  be back
Standing tall
with a name
with a face
Unashamed, unafraid
To meet your gaze
As an equal

Mark Curragh
—July  2015
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FORGET ME NOT: STORIES OF CHILD TRAFFICKING FROM THE THAI-BURMESE BORDER

EDITED BY ANDY ZEAL

To exist as a stateless child on the border between 
Thailand and Burma (Myanmar) is to know a life 
entrenched in poverty, uncertainty, and danger. 
Founded and directed by Daniel Hopson, the nonprofit 
group Children of the Forest provides these children in 
urgent need with education, healthcare, and safety. In 
this haven, Andy Zeal, educator and artist, worked with 
young writers and artists to produce Forget Me Not, a 
series of comic book-style stories told and illustrated 
by the children. It is through projects like Forget Me 
Not and the support of Children of the Forest that 
Karen and Mon children like Aek, Jodewa, Wanchai, 
Pokong, Sormonor, Tor, and Mongbajo have found 
their voices, told their stories, and changed their lives.

Children of the Forest Foundation wishes to thank 
the following for their generous support and sponsor-
ship of COF and this book: 

Kelly Family Foundation through Amicus of Thailand
Lifeprep of Thailand
Mission Bambini of Italy
Children of the Forest U.S.A
8 x 1000 Valdese

Children of the Forest
2275 Broadway #101

San Francisco, CA 94115 
childrenoftheforest.org/
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