Leigh Lepore: Visit to DEPDC

If you have ever visited Thailand, you know that it is a unique country with complexity and beauty throughout its culture and landscape.  I had the opportunity to experience this Southeast Asian country and, along the way, see firsthand the impact of one of Heidrick & Struggles’ most important philanthropic initiatives: funding a DEPDC project.  

DEPDC is the Development and Education Programme for Daughters and Communities Center.  Formed in 1989, the program works to prevent and remove children from being trafficked into the sex industry or other exploitative child labor situations.

I traveled from Bangkok by moped, bus and plane to the northernmost town in Thailand—Mae Sai—near the borders of Laos and Myanmar.  I was fortunate enough to spend the entire day touring the school, listening to the stories of the children and meeting wonderful people.  

Located within a valley amongst mountains covered by the jungle, the DEPDC facilities are used to provide accommodation and schooling to more than 360 children.  I was able to meet many of the children and experience their charm and hospitality.  Approaching me with big smiles and bright eyes, the children were very respectful, greeting me with bowed heads, their hands together as if they were praying and a soft spoken “sawatdee”, meaning “hello and welcome”.   

Seeing their faces, I thought of their stories—of being sold by their parents because their family could not afford to take care of them; of being denied further free education and having to follow in the footsteps of their older siblings, working as prostitutes to make money for their family.  I could not help but feel sympathy toward them and yet gratitude at the same time, knowing that DEPDC was able to help remove the children from these horrible situations.     

Since its founding, DEPDC has helped prevent more than 800 children from entering the sex industry or enforced child labor, largely because of the generosity of founder and director Sompop Jantraka.  Sompop spent an entire day with me, telling me of his efforts to build the program and how his own personal experiences contributed to his desire to make these children’s lives better.  For his efforts, Sompop has been acknowledged not only as an Ashoka Fellow but also as a nominee of the 25 Asian Heroes by Time magazine in April 2002.  DEPDC also was the subject of a documentary presented at the Sundance Film Festival.  

DEPDC is a sanctuary for these children; however, it is surprising that the program has been able to do so much with such little resources.  The campus consists of two small dormitories similar to small single-story homes, a resource center and a school/community center.  Most of the facilities do not have running water, functioning bathrooms, electricity or windows.  In the school, the floors are primarily concrete with no carpeting.  The children sit on mats on the floors because there are no chairs.  There are not enough tables for the children to use as desks nor are there computers, let alone enough school supplies. 

However, with the help of Heidrick & Struggles, DEPDC has gotten one step closer to improving the school.  The day I visited, Sompop was working with a team to construct walkways in the front of the facility.  This may seem basic, but is very necessary given that hundreds of children walk through these paths each day and that heavy rainfall often washes away the soil, creating unsafe conditions.  Because of Heidrick & Struggles’ funding, DEPDC was able to pay for these walkways to be built in addition to making improvements to other areas of the school. 
I was personally touched by my experience at DEPDC and the children who opened my eyes to the reality of this global issue.  Knowing that my company has contributed to improving the lives of these children gives me great satisfaction in being a part of Heidrick & Struggles.
