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Canadian psychologist Ian Lubek is very concerned about the fate of the so -called beergirls of Cambodia (see www.beergirls.org ). These are young women in bars and restaurants who sell beer. They wear tight skirts in the colors and logo’s of Heineken,  Stella Artois or Carlsberg. While sometimes an evening ends in unprotected sex with customers, the number of HIV infections is relatively high. Indeed many of these Cambodian women go with their customers after hours to try to make ends meet. Lubek says the breweries are in part responsible. 

Lubek wants the breweries to set up a decent healthcare programme for these beergirls of Cambodia. "They are trapped in an unsafe working place. But more important, they should earn enough money to not have to relate to unsafe sex." 

According to Lubek (http://www.fmg.uva.nl/amidst/object.cfm/objectid=BAC91C21-724F-4F7E-826B3FF7043AD302) the women are paid too little to support a family. "On average they earn between 50 and 60 US dollars per month. They have to have up to five sexual encounters each month to make ends meet. Though these women are not formally employed by the breweries, we think they are indirect employees. Therefore the breweries whose beer they sell, are responsible. However, rather than listed as employees, these women are categorized under the promotional budget of Heineken and Stella Artois?" 

In June former head of state Norodom Sihanouk gave his support. He called for proper wages and better workplace conditions for the beergirls. Research by local aid-agencies has learned that the women need up to 110 US dollar to support themselves and their - often extended - families. 

Stella Artois reports from Leuven (Louvain) that they hardly make use of beergirls in Cambodia. But this brewer says "they are aware of the need to deal correctly with this situation".  The Belgian firm thinks the beergirls are properly trained and taken care of. 

According to a spokesman Heineken acknowledges the beergirls have a profession that brings certain risks.  Measures taken by the company include a certified wage, rather than having to work for an amount per sold bottle, which should eliminate the pressure to stimulate sales. 

Apart from that the girls are transported from home to the workplace and afterwards taken back. They get a standard training on personal health, on how to deal with unwanted situations and customers, and the way in which HIV-infection can be avoided. More measures are underway, though Heineken did not want to go into that yesterday. 

Lubek says Heineken is a frontrunner in the "beerworld"; No other brewery has offered the beergirls a three-day course on sexual education, including use of condoms. Neither Inbev (Stella, Beck), Carlsberg, nor Budweiser, or any of the Japanese or local breweries. The breweries need, apart from that, about one thousand euro to offer HIV/AIDS-infected women sufficient medication. 

Sources - Dutch newspapers Trouw and De Telegraaf

