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1

introduction: 
Defining Sex Trafficking

Kimberly A. McCabe and Sabita Manian

From London to Lusaka, from Mumbai to Mombasa, the common thread 
of heinous crime that afflicts thousands of women, children, men and 

thence the fabric of human society is the malaise of human sex trafficking. 
Whether it is the realm of sports or tourism, conflict or calamity, a familiar 
predicament for many countries is organized criminal networks that mobilize 
into action by preying on human victims and the flesh trade even as they (the 
criminal enterprises) churn out global profits amounting to billions of dol-
lars. For instance, not only did incidence of sex trafficking double during the 
Olympic Games in Athens but as London prepares for hosting its Olympic 
games in 2012 an increase in the number of trafficked women working in the 
five Olympic host boroughs has already been noted (BBC News, 2009). Simi-
lar trends are more predictable, however, in violent, non-peacetime situations 
when the “by-products of armed conflict—poverty and joblessness—can cre-
ate extremely perilous conditions for young girls, including trafficking for 
sexual exploitation” (UNICEF 2009, 33). 

The profits generated from this nefarious crime by humans against other 
humans, according to one estimate, has increased from what used to be a 
US$12 billion enterprise to a US$36 billion venture (IOM, 2009). Global esti-
mates of human trafficking range from four million to 600,000 victims each 
year (IOM)—the majority of those individuals are victims of sex trafficking—
revealing the difficulty in data gathering and accountability. Currently, the 
U.S. State Department estimates suggest that approximately 70 percent of the 
victims of sex trafficking are female and approximately 50 percent of the vic-



tims are under the age of 18. Individuals are generally trafficked for one of two 
main reasons: labor or sex. However, these researchers acknowledge that indi-
viduals may also be trafficking for adoption, soldiering, camel jockeying, mar-
riage, and organs. Victims of sex trafficking may be forced into prostitution, 
pornography, prostitution for the military or militia, spousal prostitution, and 
prostitution for the sex-tourism industry. 

Many nations have either misunderstood the definition of human traffick-
ing or failed to comprehend the magnitude of incidents of trafficking that 
have occurred within their own geographical borders, or have simply lacked 
the wherewithal to combat human sex trafficking. The United Nations has 
defined human trafficking as the recruitment, transfer, harboring or receipt of 
persons by threat or use of force. This definition is similar to that used by the 
U.S. State Department’s Trafficking Victims Protection Act of 2000 (hence-
forth TVPA) which describes severe forms of trafficking as: (a) sex trafficking 
in which a commercial sex act is induced by force, fraud, or coercion, or in 
which the person induced to perform such an act has not attained 18 years of 
age; or (b) the recruitment, harboring, transportation, provision, or obtaining 
of a person for labor or services, through the use of force, fraud, or coercion 
for the purpose of subjection to involuntary servitude, peonage, debt bond-
age, or slavery (U.S. Department of State, 2008). 

Unfortunately, the trafficking of persons, although different from smug-
gling, is often identified as “people smuggling” (McCabe, 2008). People smug-
gling is also a global problem as it has quickly become one of the preferred 
trades for criminal networks (IOM, 1999). However, trafficking is a distinct 
activity, as the trafficking of persons involves exploitation. Smuggling simply 
implies enabling the entry into a region of which that person is not a perma-
nent resident (Interpol, 2004). With smuggling, the movement of the indi-
vidual is always transnational. Human trafficking may occur within the same 
country. With smuggling, coercion is not an element; those individuals smug-
gled have freedom of movement and to change employment. This is not the 
case in human trafficking. Human trafficking is not smuggling; however, the 
reality of some smuggling cases provides support for their being considered 
human trafficking cases. Today, as recognized by the United Nations’ Defini-
tion of Trafficking Protocol, consent to leave one country and work in another 
country does not distinguish the line between smuggling and human traffick-
ing. If the initial consent of the victim to leave one country for another was 
gained through deception or coercion, then consent is irrelevant and human 
trafficking has occurred (McCabe).

For further clarity, in most cases of smuggling, once individuals reach their 
geographic destination, their relationship with their smuggler is terminated. 
This is not the case with human trafficking. However, as both involve move-
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ment of individuals across borders, they are often confused by governmental 
officials. This distinction between smuggling and trafficking is important not 
because of the different dynamics in the criminal activities but also because 
persons who have been smuggled are not eligible for services that may be 
provided to victims of human trafficking.

In 2000, with nearly 700,000 individuals trafficked annually, the majority of 
whom are women and children, the United States Congress passed the Victims 
of Trafficking and Violence Protection Act of 2000, P.L. 106–386, also known as 
the Trafficking Victims Protection Act (TVPA). The TVPA mandated that the 
U.S. Secretary of State submit a report on “severe forms of trafficking in per-
sons” to Congress, by June 1 (Trafficking in Persons Report, 2001); following 
this mandate, the State Department has continued to produce an annual re-
port since 2001. The report first identifies if a country is a source (or country 
of origin) for trafficked victims, a transit, and/or destination country; follow-
ing this description, the extent of the problem and the degree to which the 
problem is tackled by the said government leads to the country’s ranking in a 
tier system devised by the State Department. Those countries that fully abide 
by the TVPA’s minimum standards for “elimination of trafficking” are placed 
on Tier 1. While Tier 1 nations are fully compliant; Tier 2 nations and those 
on the Tier 2 Watch List do not fully comply, but are making efforts to do so; 
Tier 3 nations are not compliant and make no significant efforts to do so 
(TPA, 2001). 

When the U.S. Congress passed the TVPA in October 2000, they made an 
attempt to provide a comprehensive definition of trafficking and to address 
the issues relating to human trafficking on the national and international 
levels. After the 2000 TVPA, as cases of human trafficking in the United States 
and abroad became more prevalent, more legislation was enacted by the Clin-
ton administration. In 2003 President George W. Bush signed the amended 
Trafficking Victims Protection Reauthorization Act (TVPRA), which further 
strengthened the U.S. government’s response to human trafficking by recog-
nizing the needs of the victims of human trafficking. In 2005, the TVPRA was 
reinforced with proclamations of the United States’ support to end this activ-
ity and a new phrase, “severe forms of trafficking,” was adopted. Thus, the 
category of severe forms of trafficking is expected to include the recruitment, 
harboring, and so on of a person under one of the following three conditions: 
(1) human trafficking for labor, (2) human trafficking for commercial sex 
acts, and (3) human trafficking of those under the age of 18. It is also impor-
tant to note that through this change in legislation a child under the age of 18 
(regardless of country of origin) cannot give his or her consent to be moved 
from one country to another; thus, a specific type of human trafficking—
child trafficking—is identified. In addition, the parent or guardian of the child 
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cannot give consent to the trafficker of that child for his or her movement for 
the purposes of forced labor or sexual exploitation (UNODC, 2006).

In addition, as clarified in the TVPRA, human trafficking does not require 
that a victim cross an international border or that the victim be identified as 
an illegal alien. In July 2004, the Secretary of State, the Secretary of Homeland 
Security, and the Attorney General created the Human Smuggling and Traf-
ficking Center to serve as a fusion center for information (national and inter-
national) on smuggling and trafficking activities. In terms of historical legisla-
tion, human trafficking is clearly a human rights violation; however, its effect 
goes beyond individual outcomes and criminal activity since human traffick-
ing promotes the breakdown of social systems, fuels organized crime, and 
deprives countries of their most precious resource—human capital. Hence, 
human sex trafficking is an act that has global consequences.

This book explores the variants of human sex trafficking for Commercial 
Sexual Exploitation (CSE) from a global perspective in terms of its multiple 
purposes and its victims. The attempt by the contributors to this volume is to 
provide (a) a comprehensive scholarly examination and coverage of human 
sex trafficking (including its prevalence and possibility); and (b) the legal and 
legislative responses to human trafficking by countries across various geo-
graphic regions of the world. The approach is multidisciplinary with scholars 
from the fields of law, sociology, criminology, history and political science 
presenting their analyses through the lenses of their respective disciplines. 
Our introduction presents an overview of the scope of sex trafficking of 
women and children for commercial sexual exploitation, including the back-
ground to the concentrated effort in the United States and particularly the 
U.S. State Department, which has led to “tier ranking” of countries based on 
their efforts in preventing human sex trafficking. The subsequent chapters 
provide an assessment of human sex trafficking in geographical regions as 
categorized by the U.S. State Department’s Annual Report on Trafficking in 
Persons 2008. 

First, we begin our geographical coverage with the region of Africa which 
includes the subregions of the northern region of the Horn of Africa in the 
north Southern Africa. The chapter on human sex trafficking in the Horn of 
Africa by Sabita Manian focuses specially on Somalia with some attention to 
Ethiopia, Djibouti and Kenya. William Mathias and Kimberly McCabe in their 
chapter on Southern Africa pay particular attention to South Africa, Mozam-
bique and Zimbabwe. Manian presents Somalia as the classic case of a “failed 
state” wrestling with countless warring factions including Islamism that has 
perpetrated large-scale migration and a population vulnerable for exploitation 
for CSE purposes. In addition to the gender inequality the Horn presents an 
instance where the absence of state authorities itself is a problem in measuring 
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the scale of the problem of trafficking, along with regional politics that add to 
the violence and danger for the civilian populations there. Mathias and 
McCabe’s focus on the three southern African states of South Africa, Zimbabwe 
and Mozambique reveal that migration is a common trend due to political and 
economic instability (Zimbabwe) and economic volatility (as in the cases of 
South Africa and Mozambique) leading to the trafficking of their women and 
children. More particularly, the disempowerment of women and the practices 
of Lobolo and Kupita Kufa along with the prevailing myths about HIV-AIDS 
compound the problem and the consequences of trafficking for CSE.

Trafficking in the region of East Asia and the Pacific is highlighted by Yingyu 
Chen who focuses on Taiwan (Republic of China) and identifies the intrare-
gional or intra-Asian dimension that is peculiar to human sex trafficking in that 
country and the region and its effects on women migrant workers. Chen shows 
that women who get exploited in trafficking by entering Taiwan through mar-
riage or tourist visas are much more vulnerable since they do not have recourse 
to legal help than those who come in through a work visa. Ultimately, the lack 
of statehood for Taiwan, according to Chen, is the major stumbling block that 
prevents the implementation of adequate transnational measures to prevent 
trafficking. Nhatthien Nguyen uses “routine activity theory” and its three com-
ponents (motivated offenders, suitable targets, lack of capable guardians) to 
examine East Asian gangs—Chinese Triads, Thai and Vietnamese gangs—and 
their nefarious activities that include human trafficking for CSE. In the end, 
Nguyen says, it is the lack of will and recognition of the horrors of human sex 
trafficking that largely contribute to its excesses in East Asia.

The Europe-Eurasian region is examined through Margaret Melrose’s chap-
ter, “Mercenary Territory: A UK Perspective on Human Trafficking,” which 
shows that even though the UK is classified as a Tier 1 country by the United 
States, the UK is a destination and transit country for trafficking victims. Un-
less the UK government distinguishes between human smuggling and traffick-
ing and it may serve its legal purpose, in reality it has not helped the trafficked 
victims who are victimized further by the government’s restrictions on asylum 
applications and crackdown on “illegal” immigrants. Karin Bruckmüller and 
Stefan Schumann, in their chapter covering Austria, Poland and Croatia reveal 
on the one hand the advantages of the European Union’s circle of laws and 
human rights frameworks that attempt to put the brakes on human trafficking. 
On the other hand, problems remain to be still tackled in identification of 
victims of trafficking and in data collection regionally and internationally. 

The region of the Near East is examined by Sunita Manian in “The Wretched 
of the Earth: Trafficking, the Maghreb and Europe”—a title inspired by Fanon’s 
work—which explores the situation of human sex trafficking in Tunisia, Algeria 
and Morocco, the three Maghreb countries of Northern Africa. A significant 
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point that Manian raises is how the “economic, social and political interests” of 
Europe, which serves as destination countries, have shaped the discussion of 
trafficking rather than the rights of the trafficked victims. Her arguments paral-
lel that of Melrose’s previous chapter on the United Kingdom. Manian shows 
how decolonization or other international financial arrangements such as the 
IMF’s Structural Adjustment Programs offer the “push” factor for individuals to 
be trafficked to Western Europe. Another chapter that complements the former 
is Brian Crim’s, “Addicted to Cheap Labor: The Gulf States, the Near East, and 
Trafficking,” where Crim uses the “core-dependency” model to investigate the 
degree of human trafficking in the region. According to this model, the poorer 
states of the Near East such as Syria, Egypt, Jordan and Lebanon, Iran and Iraq 
constitute the periphery that is dependent on the richer “core” states such as 
Kuwait, Oman, Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates. Lured by prospects 
for domestic employment, women and children get trapped in the racket of 
human trafficking for CSE.

In covering the South Asian region, Arvind Verma shows that “Trafficking 
in India” can be traced historically to aristocratic backing of such activity for 
sexual purposes that began thousands of years ago. The devaluing of women 
continues in the modern period, with the failure of the police to investigate 
criminal networks and a lack of rehabilitation efforts for the victims have 
exacerbated the situation. A somewhat similar situation but more pronounced 
because of the nascent state of the Kabul government, is presented by Michael 
Bush who examines the case of “Afghanistan and the Sex Trade.” He shows 
how the extraordinary setting of military conflict and rampant poverty are 
catalysts for trafficking of women and children for CSE—ironically, the traf-
ficking income finances and sustains the conflict in its own peculiar way. 

The Western Hemisphere region is covered by Brad Bullock’s chapter, “Sex 
Traffic and Trafficking in the Caribbean” where he astutely underscores the 
point that the “Caribbean problem is not so much sex trafficking but rather 
sex traffic, encouraged by strategies to increase revenues from tourism.” High-
lighting the case of the Dominican Republic, Bullock notes that Caribbean 
governments’ economic plans to stimulate growth through tourism have had 
the consequence of promoting human sex trafficking rather than stifling it. 
He adds that perceptions of race, gender, and sex along with persistent global 
inequalities have contributed to the West’s consumption of the sex trade in the 
Caribbean. Mirna Carranza and Henry Parada focus their attention on the 
trafficking of children for sexual purposes in their chapter on Central America 
with an emphasis on Nicaragua. In “Child Commercial Sexual Exploitation in 
Nicaragua,” Carranza and Parada use a critical globalization framework for 
examining the political economy of sexuality and its relationship to the sex 
tourism industry. One notices a common thread in Bullock’s analyses of the 
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Caribbean and the Dominican Republic and its similarities to short-sighted 
neoliberal policies of governments such as that of Nicaragua highlighted by 
Carranza and Parada. 

The North American region is examined first by Kimberly McCabe’s chap-
ter “Sex Trafficking in the United States” where McCabe acknowledges the 
U.S. future to classify itself in the tier classification system as an outcome of 
their efforts to reduce human trafficking as well as the role of organized crime 
networks in the country and conflicting jurisdictional boundaries which often 
hinder the identifications and investigations of sex trafficking cases. Grassano 
and Ryan in their chapter “Sex Trafficking in Canada: Limited Efforts in Law 
Enforcement” identify specific roadblocks experienced by Canadian police as 
they attempt to enforce anti-trafficking legislation in a culture of social diver-
sity. Finally, David Richards’s chapter on “Sex Trafficking and Mexico” empha-
sizes three main reasons for Mexico’s problems with human trafficking for 
CSE: porous borders with the United States, poverty, and corruption that are 
all closely linked to the narcotics trafficking networks and the fact that Mexico 
continues to fall behind in its commitment to prevent this criminal activity 
that lures many Caribbean and Central American women into the country. 

As the chapters in the subsequent pages will reveal, while each case of sex 
trafficking in each region of the world is unique in its own way, there are some 
common realities that one encounters in the sex trafficking of women and 
children for commercial sexual purposes. First, the politics of numbers and 
the quantification itself present a problematic that is not easily resolved. The 
U.S. State Department’s data gathering often are based on information pro-
vided by one or two local nongovernmental organizations, when government 
information may not be forthcoming or sometimes may supplement the host 
government’s documentation. Second, certain social issues that are common 
include the devaluing of women and the personification of women as objects, 
gender inequity as well as global inequalities, a material culture that con-
stantly provides the myth of glamour and allure that forces girls and women 
to seek what appears to be a path to fulfillment. Third, while conflict situa-
tions exacerbate the prevalence of trafficking for CSE, non–conflict related 
venues for sports and entertainment also tend to aggravate trafficking inci-
dences. The following chapters detail sex trafficking from a global perspec-
tive.
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Inattention to Africa in general, and African human trafficking cases in 
particular, has left a vacuum in empirical data for the region: 

Over the last few years there has been a lot of research and work done on 
trafficking of women from Asia and Eastern Europe, but there has been 
very little attention paid to African women and children. . . . Because there 
has been little focus, statistics and data are very hard to come by, however, 
tens of thousands of people from Africa are believed to be trafficked every 
year, according to the State Department.

—Don Payne (HoR—NJ), House Subcommittee on Africa

The two chapters in this section—one on Southern Africa and the other on 
the Horn of Africa—attempt to address the lacuna in attention and scholarly 
work mentioned by Representative Payne in the above quote. The chapters 
follow the geographical lead of the U.S. State Department’s Bureau of African 
Affairs in the selection of case studies. The Bureau of African Affairs focuses 
on countries in Sub-Saharan Africa, but not those of North Africa—the latter 
set of African countries (Algeria, Egypt, Libya, Morocco, and Tunisia) falls 
within the purview of the Bureau of Near Eastern Affairs. Technically, the 
Horn of Africa (Djibouti, Eritrea, Ethiopia, Kenya, and Somalia) comes under 
the “Sub-Saharan Africa” section. 

Whenever the continent of Africa makes it to a news headline, it is to an-
nounce devastating and catastrophic news of droughts, famines, genocide, 

i

africa
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ethnic conflict, tyranny or intraregional wars. The toll of human trafficking, 
for both domestic labor and sexual exploitation that leads women into the 
hellish situations within Africa or in the richer states of the West and the 
Middle East, is heartrending. 

At present, there are several devastating crises that we cannot ignore, including 
in Congo, Nigeria, the Sahel, Sudan and Zimbabwe. But I believe one region 
stands out for its particular significance to our national security, and that is the 
Horn of Africa and specifically the deepening crisis in Somalia . . . where the 
need for a carefully planned and long-term approach is particularly urgent. (U.S. 
Senator Russ Feingold on Africa, 2009)

Various calamities, both man-made and natural, have led to not only internal 
displacement but also external migration of refugees from devastated lands. 
Women, children, and men who flee their disastrous settings are often the most 
vulnerable victims of sex trafficking. According to the United Nations, human 
trafficking is a multibillion dollar per year enterprise and it has been pointed out 
that the cost of a slave today is far less than what African slaves once fetched in 
the antebellum United States—a difference owing in part to cheap modern 
transportation (Kapstein, 2006). Africa had been the locus of the Atlantic slave 
trade for centuries and while slavery as we knew it has ended, it has taken the 
avatar in contemporary times, of “modern day slavery,” with the trafficking of 
women and children for both domestic servitude and commercial sexual trade. 
The indignities of this modern day slavery continues to heap its devastating ef-
fects on its victims, even as the process today is aggravated by globalization’s 
political, economic and technological structures. 

 Out of a total of 52 countries in Africa, 46 of them (compared to 156 
countries worldwide) report “adult forced labor”; there are 10 African states 
out of 25 that have the distinction of being “Countries of Origin” for traffick-
ing of children for forced labor; 23 out of 53 African states serve as “Coun-
tries of Origin, Transit and Destination for Trafficking of Children for Forced 
Labor and Child Labor Exploitation” and 15 out of 76 countries where In-
ternal Trafficking of Adults for Commercial Sexual Exploitation (CSE) oc-
curs are located in Africa (Protection Project, 2009). The silver lining in this 
picture are the 15 African countries out of 59 others across the world have 
comprehensive anti-trafficking laws that focus on preventing and punishing 
trafficking while protecting the trafficked victims, while 10 African states 
out of 73 worldwide have active laws that criminalize trafficking (Protection 
Project). 

From 2003 to 2007, the U.S. Department of State reports that there have 
been nearly 700 prosecutions of human trafficking cases with 237 convictions 
in Africa. In addition, their conviction rate for human trafficking cases has 
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steadily increased as 30 new or amended legislative actions have been adopted 
during that same time period; however, prevention efforts on the part of most 
governments are extremely weak.

A 2009 UNICEF report confirms what others have noted as primary con-
tributors to sex trafficking: poverty, limited work opportunities, lack of gov-
ernmental infrastructure to provide social services and additional factors that 
are true for all those countries undergoing violent conflict, viz., “breakdown 
in community structures” that occur when there is an outbreak in violent 
conflict which “place[s] young girls especially at risk of sexual exploitation 
and ‘transactional’ or ‘survival’ sex” leading to “enslavement, forced prostitu-
tion and rape” (UNICEF, 2009, 36). The two chapters in this section, under-
score not only the causal factors for CSE that is universal, i.e., poverty; but 
they also highlight the increasingly acute vulnerability of victims that are 
compounded by violent conflict, the problems to resolution of sex trafficking 
due to lack of government resources such as legal or law enforcement infra-
structure, and even data collection difficulties due to handicapped govern-
ments overburdened by other domestic issues.

Acknowledged by these researchers is the grand scale of human trafficking 
to include not only cases of sex and labor trafficking, but also cases of child 
trafficking for soldiering, adoption, etc. Through writings such as the two 
included in this section, an attempt is made to identify specific problems 
within the geographic region of Africa as related to sex trafficking.
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Sex Trafficking in the Horn of africa

Sabita Manian

A Congressional testimony described accurately the state of affairs in 
the Horn of Africa:

In addition to drought, which has contributed to near-famine conditions in the 
Horn during six of the past 10 years, ongoing tension between Ethiopia and 
Eritrea, prolonged civil and clan conflict in Somalia, and the multifaceted con-
flict in Ethiopia’s Ogaden region continue to drain the human and financial re-
sources of these countries, undermining national and international development 
efforts and the stability of the region as a whole . . . and the risks our partners 
face on a daily basis. (Katherine J. Almquist, USAID)

This statement succinctly captures both natural and human made calami-
ties that have underscored the downward spiral of peace and stability in the 
Horn; and provides the unfortunate scenario under which the notorious traf-
ficking of women and children for sexual exploitation thrives in the region. In 
the context of intractable conflict that underscores most of Africa and espe-
cially the hottest conflict zone in the world, the Horn of Africa (Djibouti, Eri-
trea, Ethiopia, Kenya, and Somalia), the women and children who are traf-
ficked undergo the dual victimization of the violent conflict environment of 
their state and the exploitation of their bodies. In addition to the sociopoliti-
cal climate that leads to greater vulnerabilities of women and children, na-
tional and international criminal networks in cahoots with corrupt public 
officials aid and abet such human trafficking (Opara, 2007). The situation is 
exacerbated by the lack of a legitimate government (in the case of Somalia or 



as in the case of Ethiopia), one that simply does not have the infrastructural 
wherewithal to deal with the criminal act of human trafficking. In Africa in 
general, and particularly in Somalia and Ethiopia, child trafficking of children 
ostentatiously happens for reasons of child labor (U.S. House of Representa-
tives Hearing, 2005) many of whom then subsequently become further vic-
timized sexually and end up becoming affected by the dreaded HIV-AIDS. 
Thus, the human tragedies emerging from the continent due to this modern 
day slavery for sexual exploitation persevere to this day.

This chapter will focus on sex trafficking in Somalia, largely because it is a 
heretofore relatively little explored subject. The case of Somalia will be exam-
ined against that of Ethiopia, and the rest of the Horn. First, an account of 
recent political historic of Somalia will be provided for a better understanding 
of the complexities of that “failed state” in the region, which make the dynam-
ics of human trafficking that much more pernicious. This will be followed by 
examining the specific case of Somalia in the context of sex trafficking in the 
Horn, as described in the Trafficking in Persons Report (2008). Next, the U.S. 
State Department’s TIP reports will be assessed for the Horn countries in 
general and Somalia in particular, for the period from 2000–2007, given the 
countries’ various tier ranking in the same document. Finally, in the conclud-
ing section, U.S. aid and relations with the said countries (or the lack of it) in 
the Horn will be assessed, so as to draw some relationship between the TIP 
report ranking and U.S. foreign policy involvement. In addressing potential 
solutions to the global problem of trafficking, the record of successes or fail-
ures of local and international efforts will be briefly examined. This chapter 
relies mostly on news media sources and human rights reports, because as 
mentioned in the introduction to the region, scant attention has been paid to 
issues of sex trafficking in Africa and therefore, hardly any books or reliable 
data on trafficking exist for the continent.

Somalia

[A]n estimated 16,000 people have been killed since the start of 2007, with over 
28,000 people wounded and more than one million displaced. USAID now esti-
mates that 3.2 million people—soon to be half of the population—are in need 
of emergency assistance, including hundreds of thousands of refugees in neigh-
boring countries. The stories and images of human suffering coming out of 
Somalia are horrifying. (Senator Russ Feingold, 2009)

No one would have predicted that Somalia would descend into such a morass 
as it has today; certainly not in June 1961, when its future appeared glowing 
with a new national constitution that signaled Somalia’s sovereign democratic 
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statehood. Everything seemed set in the right direction for the nascent state 
especially when in 1969, the government of Mohammed Ibrahim Egal re-
nounced pan-Somali nationalism (which would have meant constant conflict 
with its neighbors) and instead made positive overtures to Djibouti, Ethiopia 
and Kenya. Ethiopia, a traditional foe of Somalia, rejected the outstretched 
hand and thereby contributed to the Somali military’s nationalist fury (Ethio-
pia’s rebuttal was seen as a source of dishonor) against the civilian govern-
ment which resulted in a coup in October 1969 that brought Major General 
Mohammed Siad Barre as president. Siad Barre’s military rule along with Su-
perpower politics of the Cold War sounded a death knell for the budding 
democracy. The following two decades of the seventies and eighties saw both 
Somalia and Ethiopia as pawns in the Superpowers’ game as they battled one 
another. The 1977–1978 Ogaden War was followed in the 1980s by an Ethio-
pian invasion into Somalia. While Soviet military advisers were influencing 
the Haile Merriam regime in Ethiopia, Washington befriended Siad Barre who 
had by then rejected his “scientific socialism” (Human Rights Watch, 2007: 
10–12; U.S. Dept. of State, 2009). Meantime, internecine inter-ethnic conflict 
in Somalia was all pervasive through the 1980s, leading to a flood of refugees 
fleeing the violence who poured into the neighboring states of Ethiopia, Dji-
bouti, and Kenya.

The post–Cold War 1990s saw a segment of northeastern Somalia—Punt-
land—an arid part of the land, declare itself an autonomous state in 1998 
(Bradbury, 129–131). Unlike its neighbor to the west, Somaliland, they did not 
wish for recognition as a sovereign independent entity (BBC, April 2009). 
Somaliland, a semi-arid region along the Gulf of Aden, declared its indepen-
dence after the overthrow of the former military dictator, Siad Barre. While 
Somaliland continues to claim international recognition as a sovereign state, 
the international community has not done so. Meantime, Puntland and So-
maliland have been forcefully contesting two pieces of territory, Sanaag and 
Sool (Bradbury, 50–53, 197–199) leading to increased militia and paramilitary 
activities—the immediate victims of which are civilians. 

The 1990s thus saw Somalia fragmented with escalating violence, the fa-
mous “Black Hawk Down” scenario that signaled (a) the end of U.S. humani-
tarian intervention and state-building; and (b) consequently, a lack of a viable 
government in Mogadishu, which continues to be mired in violence and state-
lessness. According to a Human Rights Watch (HRW) report, the Ethiopian 
invasion of Somalia in late 2006 led to a “human rights and humanitarian 
catastrophe imperiling millions of Somalis (2008).” The invasion was com-
pounded by further intraethnic fighting so that “some 6,000 civilians are esti-
mated to have been killed in Mogadishu and across southern and central So-
malia in 2007” (Congressional Testimony, Lynn Frederiksson).
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Amidst this national fragmentation and cross-border conflict, Somali women 
refugees often bore the brunt of the economic and political upheaval and sub-
sequent sexual malady as they fled across the border, either to seek an outlet to 
safety or a source of work elsewhere—this passage would have to be conducted 
through soliciting human smugglers. At the Global Tribunal of Violation of 
Women’s Human Rights in Vienna (1993), a Somali woman refugee testified 
that even “when they are trying to get legalized status in the neighboring coun-
tries or in developed countries, quite often men have to pay with bribes and 
women have to pay with sex” (Asale Angel-Ajani, 297). In the decade or more 
since this testimony, little if anything has changed for Somali women. 
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As the anti-trafficking advocacy center, the Protection Project at Johns 
Hopkins University notes, Somalia serves primarily as a source country for sex 
trafficking where women are trafficked to the Middle East, Europe and to 
other countries within Africa itself. Since children in Somalia and other parts 
of Africa are not registered at birth, it is easier for them to be moved across 
borders or even for adults to be smuggled outside of Somalia. The lawlessness 
that has resulted in Somalia and its fragmented units, has led the waters of the 
Gulf of Aden (notorious for high sea piracies) to be one of the main channels 
for trafficking women to Yemen and from there on to Europe or other parts 
of the Middle East. Somalia “represents a major area of transit for people 
being smuggled from the Horn of Africa, particularly Ethiopians, to the Gulf 
States. . . . Puntland is reported to be one of the world’s busiest smuggling 
hubs” (IOM, Somalia). Amira Ali Mohammed, a trafficked Somali woman, 
who wanted to remove herself from the perils of Mogadishu and find work in 
Saudi Arabia recounted her tale:

In the early hours of the morning, on the way to the boat, the man and his com-
panion dragged her off and attacked her . . . the 22-year-old, who had fled fight-
ing in the capital, recalled: “They suddenly got hold of my arms and started to 
drag me away. . . . I wanted to work as a maid in Saudi Arabia, they pay you well 
there. The money was given by my parents, now I have no more money and I am 
stuck here in this place [refugee camp in Boosaso, Puntland]. I cannot go back 
to Mogadishu, it is too dangerous.” (The Independent, May 25, 2006)

Discussing a similar situation in Boosaso, Puntland, an IOM official recalled: 
“I have recently dealt with the case of a 17-year-old girl who was going to catch 
a boat. She was sleeping in a shed on the beach when she was taken away. She 
was gang raped by nine men. She died” (The Independent, May 25, 2006). 

Somalia and its fragmented parts serve as a source, transit, and destination 
for trafficked women and children, who undergo both variants of trafficking, 
internal (to the Horn) and transnational. The transnational trafficking of hu-
mans that benefits traffickers in various parts of Somalia (including Puntland 
and Somaliland) goes hand in hand with maritime piracy, where the pirates 
who are well armed and well-financed work in league with paramilitary forces, 
militias and political leaders (Shiiq, 2007). The Transitional Federal Govern-
ment (TFG) in Mogadishu watches as armed militias traffic women and chil-
dren to the United Arab Emirates, “for commercial sexual exploitation” while 
“Ethiopian women are trafficked to and through Somalia to the Middle East 
(Iraq, Lebanon, Syria) for forced labor and sexual exploitation.” The Mogadi-
shu transitional government and the Puntland authorities are not only “silent 
spectators . . . some reliable sources also allege the leaders of Puntland take a 
lion’s share from the revenues of this human trafficking (Ali, 2008).” Child 
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prostitution is not unknown in Somalia. As with the women, Somali children 
are “trafficked for forced labor and sexual exploitation by armed militias” and 
other organized syndicates who traffic them to South Africa (U.S. Department 
of Labor Report, 2006), or to Djibouti in the Horn (TIP Report, 2007), Saudi 
Arabia and other Middle East countries (including Yemen) either to work as 
domestic laborers or for begging; and sometimes the parents are complicit in 
the trafficking of the child (HRW, 2008b). In places like Qatar, trafficked So-
mali children serve as camel jockeys (TIP, 2004, 201). To make matters worse, 
Saudi Arabia began deporting trafficked foreign children who had been forced 
into begging, to Somalia, regardless of their origin. In Somalia, these children 
are recruited by various militias to fight as child soldiers; making Somalia a 
destination for trafficked children (HRW, 2008c, 72). Trafficked girl children 
are even more vulnerable, when repatriated to places like Somalia or Sudan 
(HRW, 2008c). Some Somali children who reach European countries like 
Greece either voluntarily flee the violence in their own land and then become 
victims of trafficking for domestic labor or sex work, or are trafficked (HRW, 
2008d, 88, 12). 

For the last several years, Somalia has been a “Special Case” in the Traffick-
ing in Persons reports, because of a “lack of viable government since 1991” 
(TIP, 2009); though in some instances of the reports (2001, 2002) data have 
simply been unavailable (see Table 2.1) because of any or all of the following: 
“no U.S. diplomatic presence in the country, the society is closed, there is no 

18 Sabita Manian

Table 2.1 
country rankings (2001–2008)

Horn of Africa
Countries

TIP 
2001

TIP 
2002

TIP 
2003

TIP 
2004

TIP 
2005

TIP 
2006

TIP 
2007

TIP 
2008

Djibouti n.a n.a n.a n.a. Special 
Case

Tier 2 
Watch 
List

Tier 2 
Watch 
List

Tier 2

Eritrea* n.a n.a n.a n.a. n.a. n.a. n.a. n.a.

Ethiopia Tier 2 Tier 2 Tier 2 Tier 2 
Watch 
List

Tier 2 Tier 2 Tier 2 Tier 2

Kenya n.a n.a Tier 2 Tier 2 
Watch 
List

Tier 2 Tier 2 
Watch 
List

Tier 2 
Watch 
List

Tier 2

Somalia n.a n.a Special 
Case

Special 
Case

Special 
Case

Special 
Case

Special 
Case

Special 
Case

Source: Trafficking in Persons Reports, 2001–2008
* It was not until 2009 that Eritrea began to be ranked in the TIP Report.



free press, or few NGOs operate in the country” (TIP, 2002, 12). However, 
since 2003 a section termed “Special Cases” was introduced to evaluate these 
very countries despite the conditions mentioned above. As mentioned earlier, 
Somalia’s trafficking situation is best evaluated against the record of its neigh-
bors, more importantly Ethiopia.

Ethiopia

Ethiopia was described thus by U.S. Senator Russ Feingold (Wisconsin): “Ethio-
pia sits on the Horn of Africa—perhaps one of the roughest neighborhoods in 
the world, with Somalia a failed state . . . Eritrea an inaccessible authoritarian 
regime that exacerbates conflicts throughout the region . . . and now Kenya de-
scending into crisis” (Congressional Statement, March 2008). Surrounded by such 
gross instability, nearly 30,000 teenage Ethiopian girls get trafficked annually to 
Lebanon from where they are transported mainly to other parts of the Middle 
East either for sexual labor or “forced domestic labor” (Congressional Hearing, 
Shirley Barnes, 2005). Victims from Ethiopia may end up in Bahrain, Djibouti, 
Kuwait, Lebanon, Syria, Sudan and Yemen either for domestic servitude or ulti-
mately end up as sex workers via Lebanon in Turkey, Italy and Greece. 

The internal trafficking of children in Ethiopia has been documented by 
ECPAT (End Child Prostitution and Trafficking), a global network of advo-
cacy organizations: Ethiopian children and children trafficked from other 
Horn countries, especially Somalia, are used for commercial sexual pur-
poses in nightclubs and bars or “simply stand on street corners waiting for 
men to pick them up” (ECPAT, 2007). However, with regards to “trafficking 
for sexual purposes, related data usually collates women and children, and it 
is difficult to say with certainty to what extent children in particular are af-
fected” (ECPAT, 2007, 12). While the sale price for an Ethiopian child is a 
meager US$1.20 to work as prostitutes or domestic servants, “nearly 20,000 
children, some 10 years old, are sold each year by their parents and traf-
ficked . . . [about] two-thirds of the children are trafficked by brokers who 
take a percentage of the child’s earnings, while one-third are trafficked by 
friends and family (UK Home Office, 123).” For these reasons, Ethiopia, has 
continued to be ranked as Tier 2 from 2001–2008—except for 2004 when it 
was placed on a Tier 2 Watch List when the government had not fully com-
plied with the Trafficking Victims Protection Act’s (TVPA) minimum stan-
dards and for a dramatic increase in the number of trafficked victims. By 
2005, Ethiopia swung back to its original status of a Tier 2 ranking. With the 
tourism industry picking up in Ethiopia in recent years, sex trafficking is 
serving as a more lucrative business.
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Djibouti

Djibouti is an East African country by the Gulf of Aden that hosts a U.S. military 
base. This coastal republic boasts a population of about 650,000 that is of ma-
jority Somali and Afar ethnicities and is mostly Muslim; additionally there are 
nearly 150,000 foreigners a majority of whom are French including 3000 French 
troops (Background Notes, 2009). Lack of documentation of trafficking in Dji-
bouti did not deter the U.S. State Department authorities to rank it as a “Special 
Case” in 2005, despite the “dearth of solid evidence” and with mere reliance on 
“anecdotal evidence” (TIP, 2005, 104). Women from Ethiopia and Somalia are 
trafficked to Djibouti which serves as a transit or destination place. Children 
from neighboring African states fall prey to prostitution rings in Djibouti and 
these child prostitutes work in the brothels, streets or from apartments run by 
pimps. In 2006, the government recognized human trafficking as a problem; 
when it did, it was the United States that rewarded Djibouti for “significant ef-
forts” at tackling trafficking by being elevated to a Tier 2 Watch List status, 
though it fell short of the minimum steps required by the U.S. State Department 
(TIP, 2006, 108) and had increasing numbers of trafficked cases. It has been 
recommended that the government work in league with local NGOs to initiate 
a procedure for the provision of “protective services” to victims of trafficking 
(TIP, 2007, 93). The following year, 2008, Djibouti went to Tier 2 status—a 
promotion for not having an augmentation of trafficking incidents and for hav-
ing a slightly better record of apprehending 5 French nationals for child sexual 
abuse allegations (TIP, 2008, 108).

Kenya

Kenya is a source, transit and destination country for human trafficking. 
Kenyan women and children are trafficked to the Middle East (Saudi Arabia, 
Lebanon, the U.A.E.) and to Europe (mostly to Germany); women from India, 
China and Pakistan are trafficked via Nairobi before they end in the brothels 
of Europe; while children are trafficked to Kenyan towns from not only the 
Horn countries of Ethiopia and Somalia, but also from Uganda, Rwanda and 
the Democratic Republic of Congo—girls are made to work as barmaids and 
then coerced into sexual work (TIP, 2008, 157). At the 2006 World Cup Soccer 
venue Kenyan authorities noted that women from that country had begun to 
be trafficked to Germany for the games (Congressional Statement, Katherine 
Chon, 2006). Otherwise, women trafficked from Kenya are made to journey 
from Poland to Austria, Belgium, Denmark, Germany, Greece, Italy, the Neth-
erlands, Spain, Sweden, and Japan for commercial sexual exploitation. Kenya’s 
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case is somewhat similar to that of its other Horn neighbors: nearly 10,000 to 
15,000 girls are trafficked to Kenya for prostitution while child sex tourism has 
become widespread (TIP, 2008, 36).

Conclusion

The case of Somalia has revealed that in order to begin tackling the mon-
strosity of human trafficking in the country, the very first step is the estab-
lishment of some political and economic order and stability in Mogadishu. 
Since Somalia is mired in lawlessness and lack of legitimacy, Somali women 
and children cannot rely on domestic or nongovernmental institutions for 
support. Yet, since October 2008, U.S. Agency for International Develop-
ment (USAID) has partnered with FAO, Mercy Corps, Medair Swiss, Inter-
national Red Cross, UNICEF, CARE, etc. to accelerate their nonmilitary aid 
to Somalia (USAID, 2009). 

The move by USAID to integrate governmental efforts with other humani-
tarian agencies is an accurate one, but unless Ethiopia and Somalia come to a 
peaceful understanding, aid and development cannot be sustained. This bilat-
eral relation was much stymied when the Bush administration recognized 
Ethiopia as a partner on the “War on Terror” thereby motivating Addis Ababa 
to invade Somalia in 2006—leaving the civilian population vulnerable to the 
vagaries of violence and traffickers. The greater the instability in Somalia, the 
more of a breeding ground it will be for terrorist activities and for trafficking. 
Instead, if the Somali moderate Islamic government in exile of President 
Sheikh Sharif Sheikh Ahmed can be supported in their battle against the Al 
Shabab militia (which the United States accuses of having ties with Al Qaeda), 
there is a ray of hope for the Somalis—the European Union, the United States, 
and the African Union must all be on board to forge this positive dynamic. 
Furthermore, to the political solution must be added a sociological one, viz., 
education of boys and girls about the value of women and their contribution 
to society will be an important long-term strategy to combat the demeaning 
and the victimization of women and children. There is no one magic potion 
for the ills of human trafficking but an effort can be made, locally, regionally 
and multilaterally to gradually change the ignoble exercise of the sex trade.

References

Abdirhahman, A. (2008). “Puntland: Human Cargo Trade out of Bosasso.” Somaliland 
Times, (313). <www.somalilandtimes.net/sl/2008/313/05.shtml> (7 Nov. 2009).

 Sex Trafficking in the Horn of Africa 21



Angel-Ajani, A., “Displacing Diaspora: Trafficking African Women and Transnational 
Practices.” (2006). In Michael A. Gomez’s (ed) Diasporic Africa. NY: New York Uni-
versity Press, 290–308.

BBC News. (2009, April). “Puntland,” <http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/africa/country_
profiles/4276288.stm> (7 Nov. 2009).

Bradbury, M. (2008). Becoming Somaliland. IN: Indiana University Press. 
ECPAT. (2007). Global Monitoring Report against Commercial Sexual Exploitation of 

Children: Ethiopia. <www.ecpat.net/A4A_2005/PDF/AF/Global_Monitoring_Re-
port-ETHIOPIA.pdf> (7 Nov. 2009).

Ethiopian Review. (2008). “U.S. Senate Schedules Hearing on Horn of Africa,” March 
9, 2008. <www.ethiopianreview.com/content/2048> (7 Nov. 2009).

Hearing before the Subcommittee on Africa, Global Human Rights and International 
Operations of the Committee on International Relations. (March 9, 2005). State-
ment of the Honorable Shirley E. Barnes, Former U.S. Ambassador to the Republic 
of Madagascar, “Combating Human Trafficking: Achieving Zero Tolerance,” Serial 
No. 109–132, p. 44.

Human Rights Watch (henceforth HRW). (2007). Shell Shocked: Civilians Under Siege in 
Mogadishu. <www.hrw.org/en/reports/2007/08/12/shell-shocked-0> (7 Nov. 2009).

HRW. (2008a). So Much to Fear: War Crimes and the Devastation of Somalia. <www.
hrw.org/en/reports/2008/12/08/so-much-fear> (7 Nov. 2009).

HRW. (2008b). Adults Before Their Time. <www.hrw.org/sites/default/files/reports/
saudicrd0308_1.pdf> (7 Nov. 2009).

HRW. (2008c). Saudi Arabia: Heavy Price of Unfair Justice System. <www.hrw.org/en/
news/2008/03/23/saudi-arabia-heavy-price-unfair-justice-system> 7 Nov. 2009).

HRW. (2008d). Left to Survive. <www.hrw.org/sites/default/files/reports/greece-
1208web_0.pdf> (7 Nov. 2009).

The Independent. (May 25, 2006). “Human Trafficking: Greed and the Trail of Death.” 
<www.independent.co.uk/news/world/africa/human-trafficking-greed-and-the-
trail-of-death-479640.html> (7 Nov. 2009).

Jaye, T. (2008). “The Security Culture of the ECOWAS: Origins, Development and the 
Challenge of Child Trafficking.” Journal of Contemporary African Studies, 26(2): 
151–168.

Kapstein, B. (2006). “The New Global Slave Trade.” Foreign Affairs, 85(6): 103–115.
Nhema, A., and Tiyambe Zeleza, P. (2008). The Roots of African Conflicts: the Causes & 

Costs. Ohio University Press.
Opara, V. (2007). “Emerging Issues in the Trafficking of African Women for Prostitu-

tion,” in T. Falola and Afolabi, N. (eds) The Human Cost of African Migrations. 
Routledge: 165–220.

Prendergast, J. and Thomas-Jensen, C. (2007). “Blowing the Horn.” Foreign Affairs, 
86(2): 59–74.

Shiiq, S. (2007). “Puntland: The Epicenter of Somalia’s Piracy and Human Traffick-
ing.” Somali Times, Is. 310: <www.somalilandtimes.net/sl/2007/310/23.shtml> 
(7 Nov. 2009).

Statement of Ms. Katherine Chon, Hearing Before the House Subcommittee on Africa, 
Global Human Rights and International Operations, “Germany’s World Cup Broth-

22 Sabita Manian



els: 40,000 Women and Children at Risk of Exploitation through Trafficking.” May 
4, 2006, Serial No. 109–178.

Swan, J, U.S. Deputy Asst. Secretary for African Affairs. (2007). “U.S. Policy in the 
Horn of Africa.” Speech to the 4th Ethiopian Development Studies Conference, 
Michigan, 2007. <www.state.gov/p/af/rls/rm/90573.htm> (7 Nov. 2009).

UK Home Office. (2007). Ethiopia. <www.ecoi.net/file_upload/1329_1200047901_
ethiopia-210207.pdf> (7 Nov. 2009).

USAID. (2009). Somalia: Complex Emergency. <www.usaid.gov/our_work/humanitar-
ian_assistance/disaster_assistance/countries/somalia/template/fs_sr/fy2009/soma-
lia_ce_sr04_01-15-2009.pdf> (7 Nov. 2009).

U.S. Congressional Statement of Senator Russ Feingold on Africa. (January 2009). 
<http://feingold.senate.gov/record.cfm?id=307389> (7 Nov. 2009).

U.S. Congressional Statement of Senator Russ Feingold on the Political Crisis in 
Ethiopia (March 3, 2008). <http://feingold.senate.gov/record.cfm?id=305900> (7 
Nov. 2009). 

U.S. Congressional Testimony of Katherine J. Almquist, Assistant Administrator for 
Africa, (USAID), before the Senate Foreign Relations Subcommittee on African Af-
fairs, March 11, 2008, “Evaluating U.S. Policy Objectives and Options on the Horn 
of Africa.” <www.senate.gov/~foreign/testimony/2008/AlmquistTestimony080311a.
pdf> (7 Nov. 2009).

U.S. Congressional Testimony by Lynn Fredriksson, Advocacy Director for Africa, 
Amnesty International USA, March 11, 2008 <www.senate.gov/~foreign/testi-
mony/2008/FredrikssonTestimony080311a.pdf> (7 Nov. 2009).

U.S. Department of State. Background Note: Somalia. March 2009: <www.state.gov/r/
pa/ei/bgn/2863.htm> (7 Nov. 2009).

U.S. Department of State. (2001). Victims of Trafficking and Violence Protection Act of 
2000: Trafficking in Persons Report, 2001. <www.state.gov/g/tip/rls/tiprpt/2001/> (7 
Nov. 2009).

U.S. Department of State. (2002). Victims of Trafficking and Violence Protection Act of 
2000: Trafficking in Persons Report, 2002. <www.state.gov/documents/organiza-
tion/10815.pdf> (7 Nov. 2009).

U.S. Department of State. (2003, June). Trafficking in Persons. Report. Washington, 
DC: Office to Monitor and Combat Trafficking in Persons.

U.S. Department of State. (2004, June). Trafficking in Persons. Report. Washington, 
DC: Office to Monitor and Combat Trafficking in Persons.

U.S. Department of State. (2005, June). Trafficking in Persons. Report. Washington, 
DC: Office to Monitor and Combat Trafficking in Persons.

U.S. Department of State. (2006, June). Trafficking in Persons. Report. Washington, 
DC: Office to Monitor and Combat Trafficking in Persons.

U.S. Department of State. (2007, June). Trafficking in Persons. Report. Washington, 
DC: Office to Monitor and Combat Trafficking in Persons.

U.S. Department of State. (2008, June). Trafficking in Persons. Report. Washington, 
DC: Office to Monitor and Combat Trafficking in Persons.

U.S. Department of State. (2009). Background Notes: Djibouti, January 2009. <http://
www.state.gov/r/pa/ei/bgn/5482.htm> (7 Nov. 2009).

 Sex Trafficking in the Horn of Africa 23



U.S. Department of Labor Report. (2006). Somalia: Incidence and Nature of Child 
Labor <www.dol.gov/ilab/media/reports/tda/tda2006/Somalia.pdf> (7 Nov. 2009).

U.S. House of Representatives Hearing Before the Subcommittee on Africa, Global 
Human Rights and International Operations. “Combating Human Trafficking: 
Achieving Zero Tolerance.” Prepared Statement of the Hon. Donald Payne, New Jer-
sey, March 9, 2005. <http://hirc.house.gov/archives/109/99820.PDF> (7 Nov. 2009).

24 Sabita Manian



— 25 —

3

Sex Trafficking in the countries of  
South africa, Mozambique, and Zimbabwe

William J. Mathias and Kimberly A. McCabe

One of the earliest theories of migration suggests individuals migrate 
from one area to another for economic reasons and that the volume of 

migration decreases as distance increases (Ravenstein, 1889). Although this 
theory was originally applied to voluntary migration, it may also be applied to 
forced migration and help to explain common problems within migrant 
populations of adjacent countries. Specifically, this chapter will focus on the 
shared criminal problem of sex trafficking among the adjacent countries of 
South Africa, Mozambique, and Zimbabwe. 

South Africa

The Republic of South Africa (hereafter S. Africa) is located at the south-
ern tip of the continent of Africa with the country of Zimbabwe to its 
north and the country of Mozambique to its east. S. Africa is a country 
with approximately 470 thousand square miles, a 2008 population of ap-
proximately 48 million people, and a density of approximately 100 resi-
dents per square mile. In S. Africa, the annual income is approximately 
$6,000 and there exists a high degree of income inequality with a few resi-
dents earning very high incomes and the majority of the country earning 
little or no income. Finally, few of the women in the country of S. Africa 
are educated as educational resources are generally spent on the males 
within the country.



Within the last few years, the country of S. Africa has emerged as a society of 
significance. Political violence in S. Africa has been greatly reduced, its economy 
has become more diversified, and government officials are working toward im-
proving the educational system. However, cultural norms change slowly and the 
norms associated with the oppression of women and the dominance of a male-
centered society continues within S. Africa. South Africa continues to be a 
country with the growing criminal problem of sex trafficking. 

South Africa is a source, transit, and destination country for the sex traf-
ficking of women and children. An early BBC (2000) report concluded that 
since the country of S. Africa became a democracy in 1994, there has been an 
increase in the abduction of women and children. This problem has contin-
ued as many of the victims of abduction are sold to S. Africans and foreigners 
for sex. Some victims are held prisoner by their traffickers and often tattooed 
with his name for quick identification of ownership. Since 2001, S. Africa has 
been placed on either a Tier 2 or Tier 2 Watch list as they do not fully comply 
with the minimum standards for the elimination of human trafficking. In ad-
dition, South Africa is increasingly emerging as a destination country for the 
trafficking of children for sexual exploitation (UNESCO, 2006). 

The U.S. Department of State (2008) suggests that S. Africa’s government 
has demonstrated minimal progress in ending human trafficking through 
prevention efforts. Whereas the country has initiated several task forces and 
anti-trafficking efforts, there exists little progress in terms of reported out-
comes and country-wide awareness programs. Finally, specific anti-trafficking 
legislation is nonexistent.

Mozambique

The Republic of Mozambique (hereafter Mozambique) is a country located in 
southeastern Africa with S. Africa to its southwest and Zimbabwe to its west. 
Mozambique is a country with approximately 310 thousand square miles, a 
2008 population of approximately 22 million people, and a density of ap-
proximately 65 residents per square mile. In Mozambique, the annual income 
is approximately $850, there exists a moderate degree of income inequality, 
and few females are educated.

Many researchers would consider the country of Mozambique to exist with 
a weak state structure with periods of transitional party changes providing an 
environment conducive to the spread of criminal activity (UNESCO, 2006). 
Daily armed conflicts occur within the country which damage the national 
economy and provide the push for mass population movements. Military 
conflicts promote survival strategies and women and children are increasingly 
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vulnerable to victimization. The migration, which results as a response to the 
military conflicts, is large in the numbers of women and children with these 
refugee populations at risk for victimization by traffickers.

Mozambique is a source and destination country for the sex trafficking of 
women and children. Although not ranked in 2001and 2002, since 2003 Mo-
zambique has been placed on either a Tier 2 or Tier 2 Watch list as they also 
do not fully comply with the minimum standards for the elimination of 
human trafficking. 

In Mozambique and other similar countries, trafficking is the link between 
supply and demand. For the traffickers, the process is well organized. Those 
individuals trafficking others for sexual exploitation face a very low risk of 
arrest or prosecution. Traffickers are well aware of the lack of anti-slavery laws 
and the corruption of the judicial system; hence the criminal activity flour-
ishes (Fitzgibbons, 2003). Much of the trafficking within Mozambique is 
controlled by transnational organized crime syndicates or by organized Mo-
zambican refugees living in South Africa (Indian Ocean, 2004); therefore, 
without strong cross-border cooperation among law enforcement authorities, 
efforts to control human trafficking are minimal.

The U.S. Department of State (2008) suggests that Mozambique does not 
fully comply with the minimum standards for the elimination of trafficking. 
The Mozambique government has experienced the negative publicity associ-
ated with public officials suspected of accepting bribes to overlook crimes of 
human trafficking and limited resources have been made available to protect 
victims. Finally, Mozambique has not initiated a nationwide public awareness 
campaign; thus, citizens and, in some cases police, have limited knowledge on 
the illegal activity of sex trafficking.

Zimbabwe

The Republic of Zimbabwe (hereafter Zimbabwe) is also located in the south-
ern part of Africa with S. Africa to the south and Mozambique to the east. 
Zimbabwe is a country with approximately 150 square miles, a 2008 popula-
tion of approximately 13 million people, and a density of approximately 85 
residents per square mile. In Zimbabwe, the annual income is approximately 
$200, there exists a high degree of income inequality and, just as the cases in 
S. Africa and Mozambique, few females are educated.

In Zimbabwe and other similar countries, children abandoned because of 
accusations of witchcraft are common. These children are vulnerable to traf-
fickers as they are essentially street children, who beg, steal, and prostitute 
themselves to survive (ECPAT-UK, 2008). The belief that children can be pos-
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sessed by evil spirits is widespread in the country; however, the limited re-
search on this phenomenon suggests that the children are labeled as witches 
as a result of a change in their family dynamics, extreme poverty, the death of 
a parent, etc. In other words, unwanted children are labeled witches as a rea-
son to explain why they are no longer welcomed into their own homes.

Zimbabwe is a source, transit, and destination country for the sex traffick-
ing of women and children. In addition, Zimbabwe is one of the most central 
transit points for regional human trafficking. Since 2003, Zimbabwe has been 
placed on Tier 2, Tier 3, and Tier 2 Watch lists as they do not fully comply with 
the minimum standards for the elimination of human trafficking. It is sug-
gested that Zimbabwe is the specific transit country for the sex trafficking of 
individuals from Mozambique into South Africa (UNICEF, 2003). Finally, in 
2006, spokespersons from the U.S. White House reported that Zimbabwe was 
subject to U.S. sanctions because of the government’s failure to take steps to 
halt human trafficking (Humantrafficking.org, 2006).

The U.S. Department of State (2008) reports the country of Zimbabwe does 
not fully comply with the minimum standards for the elimination of human 
trafficking. In addition, the trafficking situation in the country has become 
worse as economic growth has declined and the desire for large-scale migra-
tion out of the country has increased. Finally, there is a general lack of under-
standing about trafficking across citizens and the government’s officials.

Sex Trafficking Factors

Within the three closely related countries of S. Africa, Mozambique, and Zim-
babwe, three general factors exists which facilitate sex trafficking. Those fac-
tors are poverty, child and female oppression, limited border security, and 
sexual myths. As previously stated, all three of the countries are extremely 
poor with the majority of their residents living in poverty with little support 
for educational or medical programs. In addition, in all three countries 
women and young girls are victims of gender inequality. They are not edu-
cated, not valued, sold as wives, and often times viewed as disposable property 
(International Organization for Migration, 2003). The two practices of Lobolo 
and Kupita Kufa demonstrate the powerlessness of women in these countries. 
Lobolo entails a future husband, paying a sum of money or goods to a family 
in exchange for a wife, to replace his wife with her younger sister if the wife 
does not please him sexually. The practice of Kupita Kufa requires a widow to 
sleep with her husband’s brother immediately after the death of her husband 
to gain acceptance into the brother’s household. Without a doubt, the desire 
for money and the roles of women in S. Africa, Mozambique, and Zimbabwe 
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are some of the factors that contribute to the supply and demand to lay the 
framework for engagements into the criminal activity of sex trafficking.

Other elements as identified by the United Nations Educational, Scientific, 
and Cultural Organization [UNESCO] (2006) related to the conditions of 
women, poverty, and the demand for sex trafficking in S. Africa, Mozambique, 
and Zimbabwe include the growth of the sex industry in those countries and 
its perceived ‘necessary evil’ to satisfy the sexual desires of the men in the 
countries, the low risk nature of sex trafficking as facilitated by the criminal 
justice systems’ lack of desire to arrest and prosecute those involved in traf-
ficking, the ease in controlling the female victims of sex trafficking, the lack of 
legitimate employment and educational opportunities for women, the general 
devaluing of women and children within the cultures, and the tolerance of 
violence against women within the three countries. As cutbacks continue to 
exist in government services and subsidies, women in poverty will continue to 
seek ways to increase their income sources, those involved in sex trafficking 
will continue to identify victims (Truong, 2006). 

The third factor which facilitates sex trafficking in South Africa, Mozam-
bique, and Zimbabwe is limited control of the borders. In comparison to the 
cases of U.S.-Mexico and U.S.-Canada borders, movement across borders of 
these African countries is largely unregulated and unpatrolled. Limited finan-
cial resources largely prohibit the military’s and law enforcement’s abilities to 
monitor the movements of individuals within and outside of the countries’ 
jurisdictional lines. Essentially, in countries such as these, where individuals 
often struggle to feed their families, little or no effort is placed on limiting the 
movements of those who choose to travel outside of their country borders to 
seek employment. Of course, as we are aware, individuals move across borders 
for not only legitimate reasons (e.g., jobs) but also illegitimate reasons (e.g., 
drug trade and human trafficking).

The fourth factor which facilitates sex trafficking within the countries of S. 
Africa, Mozambique, and Zimbabwe is a myth related to the HIV virus and 
AIDS. In all three of the countries of interest, AIDS continues to be a problem 
as more and more people die from the disease everyday. In these African cul-
tures it is important that men have frequent sex with different partners, this 
of course, increases the likelihood of the spread of the HIV virus. In an at-
tempt to rid themselves of the HIV virus, many men will force a young, virgin, 
girl to participate in the ceremony of Okaka. This Okaka entails the infected 
man to have unprotected sex with the girl to rid himself of the disease. Once 
the young girl has participated in sexual relations with a man, she is worthless 
from a cultural perspective. Therefore, she is often at the mercy of pimps or 
sex traffickers for support. The young girl, HIV positive or negative, is traf-
ficked throughout the countries for sexual exploitation (McCabe, 2008).
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In 2003, UNICEF identified several different routes for the transporta-
tion of sex trafficking victims within the three countries of South Africa, 
Mozambique, and Zimbabwe. The first is from Mozambique through Zim-
babwe, and into South Africa with transportation also moving in the op-
posite direction. The second route is from Zimbabwe into South Africa 
with transportation also occurring in the opposite direction. The third 
route is from Mozambique to South Africa with transportation in the op-
posite direction. The fourth route is from Zimbabwe into Mozambique. It 
is suggested that access to the countries is a consequence of organized 
crime connections and the complicity of the border authorities (UNESCO, 
2006). It is suggested that many of these victims of sex trafficking are des-
tined for prosperous countries such as the United Kingdom and the United 
States (McCabe, 2008).

As suggested by Hughes (2001), in the large crime networks for sex traffick-
ing, individuals involved rarely know all of the members of the organization 
and commonly know only their specific contacts. This structure of unknown 
members often eliminate law enforcement’s abilities to identify many mem-
bers of the network; thus, their efforts are generally focused on two or three 
individuals when the size of the criminal organization could number over 
100 people involved in the activity of sex trafficking.

Efforts to Reduce Sex Trafficking

Attempts to reduce sex trafficking have been initiated in each of the three 
countries. In the country of S. Africa, the specific problem of child sex tourism 
has been identified. In response, the military has initiated awareness cam-
paigns targeted toward South African troops deployed on peacekeeping mis-
sions. Through these campaigns, soldiers are provided information on issues 
related to sexual exploitation prior to their deployment. In addition, the South 
African Police Service has designated a Human Trafficking Desk within its 
Organized Crime Unit. Research suggests that organized crime is a part of 
human trafficking; thus, reducing organized crime will reduce human traf-
ficking. Finally, S. Africa utilizes two legislative actions, the Prevention of 
Organized Crime Act and the recent December 2007 Sexual Offenses Amend-
ment Act to arrest and prosecute those individuals involved in the trafficking 
of persons.

In the country of Mozambique, some nongovernment organizations 
(NGOs) have hosted anti-trafficking themes events to include the 2007 anti-
child trafficking event in Ressano Garcia to celebrate the Day of the Child. 
Also in 2007, the Ministry of Interior expanded the number of police stations 
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with offices dedicated to investigating the victimization of women and chil-
dren. Finally, one-day trafficking seminars have been provided to new police 
recruits within the central provinces.

In the country of Zimbabwe, the association of problems among adjacent 
countries is acknowledged. In 2007, Zimbabwe’s Interpol Office’s Human 
Trafficking Desk began taking part in international human trafficking inves-
tigations to reduce the transportation of trafficking victims. In 2008, the 
government signed a memorandum of understanding with the South African 
government for a joint project to regulate the status of illegal immigrants. 
During the same year, all government controlled radio stations aired public 
service announcements on human trafficking in multiple languages during 
their peak migration period.

Conclusion

The countries of South Africa, Mozambique, and Zimbabwe share many com-
mon characteristics. Each country is considered, by American standards, to be 
a poor country, each country’s government has identified the need for im-
provement in their educational system, and each country has documented the 
criminal activity of sex trafficking within its borders. All three countries have 
made some attempt to reduce human trafficking although none of the three 
countries fully comply with the minimum standards for the elimination of 
human trafficking. As Ravenstein’s (1889) theory suggests, adjacent countries 
such as S. Africa, Mozambique, and Zimbabwe share common migrant popu-
lations; therefore, it is reasonable that they also share the common problems 
associated with those populations. Through efforts which view these coun-
tries not as individual units but as a collective structure, this region in Africa 
may begin to address and reduce sex trafficking.
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In considering the demographic characteristics of the East Asia and 
Pacific regions, the diversity of the populations in terms of income, educa-

tion, and legislative efforts to end human trafficking are apparent. For nearly 
a decade, the countries of Australia and New Zealand have been classified as 
Tier 1 countries as they have been in full compliance with the minimum stan-
dards of the Trafficking Victims Protection Act, however, the other countries 
within the region have not demonstrated such a commitment as prevention 
efforts have essentially been exclusively public awareness campaigns high-
lighting the dangers in border areas.

Historically, much of the research on sex trafficking has been centered on 
Asian victims. In fact, many of the early newspaper accounts, case studies, and 
empirical assessments on sex trafficking depict only Asian women and chil-
dren as victims. The two chapters in this section—one on China, Thailand, 
and Vietnam and the other on Taiwan—attempt to provide further details on 
sex trafficking in these regions as well as discussions of factors which contrib-
ute to sex trafficking. 

It is acknowledged by these researchers that in countries within East Asia 
and the Pacific region, sex trafficking is often internal or domestic with the 
external influences of organized crime and that protection services for victims 
remain only temporary and inadequate in addressing the needs of victims, 
especially the child victims, of sex trafficking. It is also acknowledged by these 
researchers that those involved in the Commercial Sex Trade (CST) have re-
cently incorporated the Internet and chat rooms to identify prospective vic-
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tims and, similar to U.S. efforts, patrolling the World Wide Web in an attempt 
to identify human traffickers is simply not financially feasible within the bud-
gets of law enforcement agencies.

In regard to China, as released in the 2006 United Nations report on global 
patterns in human trafficking, one cannot discount the impact of Chinese 
organized crime in cases of sex trafficking (UNODC, 2006). The structure of 
these crime syndicates is well organized with distinct levels of duties and re-
sponsibilities and little contact among members. As suggested in discussions 
on the structure of organized crime in cases of human trafficking, these syn-
dicates are so secretive that identifying and arresting those involved in sex 
trafficking is a relatively new phenomenon (McCabe, 2008).

Although Thailand became known as a source country for California labor 
in the 1996 case of the United States v. Manusurangkun, it has been identified 
globally as a source country for sex trafficking. Government officials in Thai-
land estimate that there are approximately 250,000 sex workers within the 
country every year. Of course, many of Thailand’s victims of sex trafficking 
are natives of the country; however, many are not. Unfortunately, with im-
migration laws as they exist within the country, victims of sex trafficking who 
are not from Thailand often receive nothing in terms of victims’ assistance.

The country of Vietnam has received much criticism from American and 
European authorities on their labor laws and especially those laws regulating 
exports and the abuse of workers by employers. As related to labor trafficking, 
Vietnam allows companies to essentially monitor themselves which creates the 
opportunity for not only national but international abuse. In addition and, as 
related to this text, Vietnam has also been identified as one of the primary coun-
tries for sex trafficking in the United States (McCabe, 2008). As discussed in this 
section, women and children, anxious to escape the poverty of their native 
country, leave Vietnam for countries in Europe and Japan and become very easy 
targets for those interested in obtaining new victims for the sex trade.

During the first few years of the twenty-first century, Taiwan was classi-
fied as Tier 1 due to its government efforts to address human trafficking. 
However, since 2005, law enforcement and nongovernmental organizations 
in Taiwan have experienced a growth in the number of national and inter-
national victims of sex trafficking and has been reclassified as Tier 2. Much 
of the explanation for Taiwan’s decrease in level of tier classification is re-
lated to what the United States calls the mail-order bride phenomenon, 
McCabe’s (2007) spousal prostitution, and the use of the Internet in luring 
victims into the sex trade.

From 2003 to 2007, the U.S. Department of State reports there have been 
over 7,000 prosecutions for sex trafficking in the East Asia and Pacific region 
with over 4,500 convictions. In addition, 16 new or amended legislative ac-
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tions have been enacted to address human trafficking in this geographic re-
gion. The two chapters in this section discuss not only the country factors 
facilitating sex trafficking but also the role of organized crime in cases of 
human trafficking within the East Asia and Pacific region.
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an anatomy of asian gangs involved  
in Sex Trafficking: an application  

of routine activities Theory

Nhatthien Q. Nguyen

Sex trafficking is hugely profitable and transcends national boundar-
ies. Sex trafficking is the third most profitable criminal activity following 

only the trafficking of drugs and arms and trafficking victims have been iden-
tified in over 150 countries across the globe (Innocenti Research Centre, 
2005), with more than 80 percent of trafficking victims being female. China, 
Thailand, and Vietnam are no exceptions to this rule. 

In order to examine the sex trafficking issue, a closer examination of the 
Routine Activity Theory will give us some clues into the problem. According 
to the Routine Activity Theory (Curran and Renzetti, 2001), crime results 
when three factors converge: (1) there are motivated offenders, (2) there are 
suitable targets, and (3) there is an absence of capable guardians. In this chap-
ter, the motivated offenders are the East Asian gangs, the suitable targets are the 
women who are easily recruited by the sex traffickers due to the poor eco-
nomic conditions of these females, and the absence of capable guardians refers 
to the lack of enforcement against sex traffickers from both sides of the world, 
the East Asian countries and the West (including North America). 

Organized Crime—The Motivated Offenders

An “organized criminal group” is defined as: A structured group of three or 
more persons existing for a period of time and having the aim of committing 
a serious crime in order to, directly or indirectly, obtain a financial or other 



material benefit (Helfand, 2003). The Criminal Intelligence Service of Canada 
(CISC) observed that Asian gangs not only fit this definition, but also demon-
strate “structural fluidity and flexibility” (Helfand, 2003). It is not at all un-
common for members and associates of these groups to conduct numerous 
dissimilar criminal activities, often with different groups simultaneously, be 
they ethnically homogeneous or heterogeneous. 

As McCabe (2008) suggested, criminal networks involved in human traf-
ficking may be organized in a manner that prohibits an overall knowledge of 
all the members by each other. In contrast to the Cosa Nostra, which is orga-
nized in a pyramid structure making it possible for law enforcement to trace 
the organization to its highest level, Asian crime groups are organized as au-
tonomous mini-pyramids, with small cells and mini-bosses dictating the ac-
tions of only their particular cell. More sophisticated organized crime groups 
include individuals who engage in frequent travel, both domestically and in-
ternationally, often for the purposes of evading law enforcement. Established 
groups routinely use youth and street gangs not just for their labor but also as 
a means to expand their activities. The Federal Bureau of Investigation re-
ported that sex trafficking to the United States is controlled by gangs from 
four East Asian ethnic groups: Chinese, Japanese, Vietnamese and Thai. This 
chapter will focus on those gangs from China, Thailand, and Vietnam.

Chinese Triads

China has been identified as a source, transit, and destination country for sex 
trafficking. Since 2001, with the exception of 2007 when China was not ranked, 
China has been classified as either a Tier 2 or Tier 2 Watch country. Of course, 
much of China’s human trafficking is accomplished through criminal gangs; 
therefore, detection is extremely difficult. In fact, most, if not all criminal gangs 
running the sex trafficking industries have their roots in Chinese Triads. 

The Triad movement was established in the 1600s with the purpose of over-
throwing the Manchu Ching dynasty and restoring the Ming dynasty (Song 
and Dombrink, 1994). The word “triad” is an English name that describes the 
triangles indicating the three primary forces of the universe—heaven, earth, 
and man. Philosophically speaking, the conditions of the heavens and the 
earth facilitate the success of man. Today, Triads continue to flourish in the 
United States, Canada, Hong Kong, Malaysia, Singapore, Thailand, Burma, 
and Taiwan while actively engaging in organized criminal activities. 

There is a father-figure in each of the triads to control all other members in 
illegal activities via a hierarchy (Macko, 1997). Triads are generally composed 
of several independent groups; however, they work toward a common goal. 
Although they form and organize themselves with similar hierarchical sys-
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tems, they do not function under an absolute and strict compliance plan. In 
fact, group loyalty has lessened in recent years as members might transfer to 
another group which benefits them personally. Some of the more notorious 
Chinese Triad gangs include Sun Yee On, 14 K, Big Circle Boys, and Wo On 
Lok Triads. Four characteristics of Chinese triads have enabled them to avoid 
detection or penetration of their organization by law enforcement agencies: 
(1) International networks—By using their long cultivated international net-
works of criminal contacts, the Triads are able to organize and carry out so-
phisticated transnational criminal activities; (2) Independence of groups—
Triads operated in loosely independent cells similar to the al-Queda terrorist 
organization. Organizationally, creation of independent cells minimizes scru-
tiny of law enforcement. Furthermore, these cells can join forces to conduct 
business. Upon completion of these projects, they dissolve; (3) Flexibility and 
Patience—Triads will change their method of operation based on each situa-
tion. They are also extremely cautious and patient. For example, some sex 
trafficking victims could be kept at one location for months before the op-
portunity is right for transporting the victims to their destination; and (4) 
Financial Strength—The Triad criminal project is usually a joint venture that 
pools the money of several entities together. They also diversify their trades 
into legitimate businesses, such as restaurants, night clubs, and jewelry stores. 
Armed with large sums of capital and shielded by their legitimate front com-
panies, they have continued to enrich themselves through their involvement 
in illegal business ventures with minimum risk (Finckenauer and Chin, 2006). 
These characteristics ensure that detection by law enforcement is not com-
mon and that arrests are rare.

Triads are the primary traffickers of women and girls from Southeast Asia, 
South America and Eastern Europe to the United States (Macko, 1997). They 
rely on local brokers who induce women and young girls with job opportuni-
ties abroad. Some Triads even resort to kidnapping their victims and trans-
porting them overseas—a phenomenon that happens at a high frequency at 
the China-Vietnam border. Upon arrival, the victims are held prisoner until 
further money is paid. Noteworthy is China’s recent efforts to (a) build shel-
ters for trafficking victims such as the one in the Yunnan Province; and (b) 
implement efforts to identify trafficking victims through cross-border agency 
cooperation. However, little in terms of evaluation/assessment exists on the 
impact of those shelters on the criminal activity of sex trafficking.

Thai Criminal Networks

Thailand has been identified as a source, transit, and destination country for 
sex trafficking. Since 2001, the country has been classified as either a Tier 2 or 
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Tier 2 Watch country. The leading organized crime group in Thailand is the 
Jao Pho or Godfather (Finckenauer and Chin, 2006). Since the 1960s, the rapid 
pace of industrialization and urban growth in Thailand created a power vac-
uum in many areas where lawlessness was the rule. Jao Pho, which is com-
prised of provincial businessmen and their underlings, stepped in to fill the 
“power vacuum” in establishing law and order. As the political process and the 
military restored law and order, Jao Pho turned their functions to profit mak-
ing opportunities which include sex trafficking (Phongpaichit, 2004) and this 
continues to flourish to this day.

Jao Pho is comprised of mostly ethnic-Chinese based in the provinces who 
have business interests in both legitimate and criminal activities. They operate 
independently even though their methods of operation are similar: maximizing 
profit by any means and establishing connections with important government 
officials. Invariably, they are allied with powerful bureaucrats, policemen and 
military figures through bribery and “under the table” dealings (Phongpaichit, 
2004). As suggested by research in criminal justice, without concentrated efforts 
by law enforcement to reduce sex trafficking, the activity continues.

Prostitution is vital to Thailand’s enormous tourist industry and corrupt 
government officials aid the Jao Pho groups’ capabilities to import women in 
Southeast Asia, particularly from Burma to Thailand and then into the United 
States. Because of their extensive network, Jao Pho groups not only traffic the 
women and children, they also operate the brothels, thus maintaining control 
over the entire operation. To avoid detection by law enforcement officials, these 
women, especially in the United States, are rotated to different locations every 
few weeks/months. However, it must be acknowledged that Thai officials are 
pursuing efforts to reduce sex trafficking as Thai law enforcement and prosecu-
tors reported the arrest and prosecution of approximately 150 sex trafficking 
cases between July 2005 and June 2007. Additionally, government authorities 
continue with awareness programs on the illegal sex tourism industry.

The Vietnamese Gangs

Vietnam has been identified as a source, transit, and destination country for 
sex trafficking. Since 2002, Vietnam has been classified as either a Tier 2 or 
Tier 2 Watch country. The fall of Saigon in 1975, which officially ended the 
Vietnam War, brought a great influx of Vietnamese refugees to the United 
States. Invariably, the remnants of the gangs from Vietnam also made their 
way to the United States. Faced with a different culture and language, coupled 
with conflicting values from their families and society, many Vietnamese 
youths in the United States joined gangs to gain acceptance and promises of 
money, drugs and sex (Long, 1997). Although lacking the operational sophis-
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tication when compared to the Chinese Triads, Vietnamese gangs are notori-
ous for their ruthlessness in intimidating their victims. 

In contrast to the Chinese Triad, there are no dominant gangs either in Viet-
nam or in the United States. However, these gangs in general, share certain 
characteristics. First, they are highly mobile in order to evade authorities. As a 
matter of fact, they usually set up a “safe house” in each area that they travel to 
(Long, 1997). Second, they have no hesitation in sending out messages that they 
mean business through brutal killings such as slitting the throats of their victims 
and leaving these victims in plain sight to assure discovery and an audience. It 
should be noted that some groups, such as the New York–based BTK (Born to 
Kill) gang, are well structured with a definite leadership hierarchy while most 
other gangs are quite unstructured with constantly changing affiliation. 

Vietnam has an extremely high level of poverty therefore Vietnamese gangs 
can easily entice women from poor areas to apply for work overseas, making 
false promises of jobs as waitresses, nannies, models, and factory workers with 
high wages and good working conditions (Richard, 2000). Recruiters front the 
money for travel documents, transportation, and charge the women or chil-
dren from $25,000 to $30,000 for their services. Once recruited, the women’s 
passports are confiscated, their movements are restricted, and many are forced 
to work as prostitutes until their debts are repaid. Women are prevented from 
leaving through violence, or threats of violence to themselves or their families. 
Trafficking victims may also suffer from extreme physical and mental abuse, 
including rape, imprisonment, and forced abortions. Vietnamese gangs more 
often act as “muscle” for other more organized gangs such as the Chinese Tri-
ads in recruiting or kidnapping women and/or children and transport them to 
a “safe house” in another country before being transported to the United States. 
It must be noted that centers to support victims have been established in lo-
calities such as Hanoi and aggressive public awareness campaigns attempt to 
educate all the residents on the evils of sex trafficking. However, no evaluation/
assessment as yet exists on the utility of these shelters.

Victims—The Suitable Targets

Sex trafficking is a regrettably widespread form of modern-day slavery (Gon-
zales, 2006). An estimated 600,000 to 800,000 human beings are trafficked 
across international borders each year. More than 80 percent of these victims 
are women and girls, and 70 percent of them are forced into sexual servitude. 
Furthermore, one estimate claims that between 14,500 and 17,500 victims 
may be trafficked into the United States each year. Unfortunately, in East Asia, 
because the rate of poverty is so much higher, young girls as young as five are 
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sold into sexual slavery or exported to industrialized countries such as the 
United States where the sex industry is booming. 

Several legal barriers exists which provide support for sex trafficking. Spe-
cifically, since sex trafficking is often closely associated with organized crime, 
trafficking victims generally do not seek out local authorities for help for fear 
of retaliation against themselves and their families. Also, due to their lack of 
understanding of the American legal system, trafficking victims are reluctant 
to cooperate with law enforcement authorities for fear of deportation and 
prosecution. In addition, most victims of sex trafficking are distrustful of U.S. 
authority figures because of known corruption in their home countries. Fi-
nally, traffickers often move their victims every 15 to 30 days and limit their 
victims’ contact with the outside world; thus, victims generally are unable to 
develop outside social networks in order to escape. 

Lack of Capable Guardians—Perceptions of Law Enforcement Officers

Sex trafficking is not recognized as a serious problem in many Asian countries 
for three main reasons: First, corruption is a leading factor in the sex traffick-
ing trade. Organized crime, through their huge profits, is able to ally them-
selves with top government officials in forging documents, facilitating the 
passport process and avoiding detection from authorities. Second, in some 
countries, especially Thailand, sex trafficking is encouraged to satisfy the de-
mands of the sex tourism industry which for the national government is a 
large portion of its total revenues. In fact, Thailand recently proposed to es-
tablish prostitution zones similar to Australia’s Victoria prostitution areas. 
Third, sex trafficking is not recognized as a normal crime, such as murder or 
robbery; thus, police efforts are not utilized to target or reduce sex trafficking. 
Finally, in many Asian cultures, there is a relative normative acceptance of the 
concept of human servitude, particularly the servitude of children, women 
and the poor (Iselin, 2002).

Conclusion

Sex trafficking is a global phenomenon that does not recognize national bor-
ders. Realizing the serious consequence on the human toll, in 2002, the U.S. 
government spent $55 million in 50 countries on anti-trafficking programs. 
These programs are designed to help indigenous nongovernmental organiza-
tions (NGOs), international organizations, law enforcement officials, and 
foreign governments prevent human trafficking, and restore victims to soci-
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ety. By educating the public about the various programs designed to protect 
the victims such as the Trafficking Victims Protection Act of 2000, innocent 
victims are more likely to step forward.

The three major Asian gangs discussed in this chapter share a common 
tactic in transferring their victims—they have found ways to exploit the 
“holes” in U.S. immigration law to send their victims to the United States. For 
example, foreign women and children can enter the United States legally as 
students, visitors, domestic workers, or mail-order brides. Furthermore, re-
sponsibilities such as recruitment, document forgery, transportation, and 
employment are subcontracted out. For example, a woman in one of the 
countries typically involved in trafficking may respond to an advertisement 
for a seemingly legitimate job, only to be deceived into agreeing to be trans-
ported to the United States. Sex traffickers routinely make use of the Chinese 
smuggling network, known as “snakeheads,” which often moves aliens into the 
United States in maritime vessels. Some gangs charge their victims as much as 
$40,000 for passage to the United States. Consequently, many of their victims 
are enslaved as sex workers for years before being released, if they are lucky. 
This enormous problem can be explained by the Routine Activity Theory with 
its three main components: Motivated Offenders, represented by a hugely 
profitable market of sex trafficking run by the Asian gangs; Suitable Targets, 
the easily misled women from the economically depressed regions of the 
world; and the Lack of Capable Guardians, the “don’t care” attitude from both 
the East Asian countries and the United States’ law enforcement agencies. Al-
though each Asian gang’s structure and method of recruiting their victims 
may vary, the methods of transferring their victims to the United States are 
similar. In sum, the involvement of Asian organized crimes in sex trafficking 
poses a special challenge to U.S. law enforcement efforts. 
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5

Taiwan’s efforts to combat Human 
Trafficking between 2001 and 2008

Yingyu Chen

Taiwan is an island country located between Japan and the Philippines 
in the western Pacific while the Taiwan Strait separates Taiwan from the 

People’s Republic of China. Its geostrategic location creates a transportation 
hub for Northeast and Southeast Asia, which facilitates trade and commerce. 
The 1980s economic boom in East Asia created a demand for cheap laborers 
from Southeast Asia, particularly in the areas of manufacturing and con-
struction (Skolnik and Boontinand, 1999). Furthermore, globalization and 
industrialization in the past decade have transformed the traditional local 
or regional businesses into global ones, increasing the flows of goods, fi-
nance, and people. Taiwan’s economic growth with globalization has led to 
a rise in migrant workers.

The intra- and transnational labor migration has become one of the liveli-
hood options for people from poor countries; where the migration is for sur-
vival rather than opportunity seeking (Chuang, 2006). However, with the in-
crease of immigrants and migrant workers, host countries have tougher border 
control and more restrictive immigration policies in the name of homeland 
security and/or of easing the growing resistance to new arrivals (Tomasi, 2000). 
These measures have fostered the emergence of illegal migration including 
smuggling and trafficking in persons. In Asia, most human trafficking cases are 
intra-regional—victims are trafficked from one Asian country to another. Tai-
wan has been frequently reported as one of the destination countries in Asia, 
and trafficking victims are mainly from India, the Philippines, and Vietnam 
(United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime, 2006).



Skolnik and Boontinand note that in many Asian countries, due to political, 
cultural, or socioeconomic factors, more women than men leave their coun-
tries looking for work and better wages (1999). However, employment op-
portunities for women migrant workers are limited to low-paying and low-
skilled jobs, such as domestic helper, caretaker, factory or restaurant worker, 
or entertainers. These women often do not have sufficient information to 
understand the legal channels regarding job-seeking and easily fall prey to 
traffickers. Traffickers often target poor and vulnerable families, or use local 
villagers to find young women (Flamm, 2003). Women are frequently depen-
dent on the arrangements made by other people, especially by brokers or 
matchmakers, who may use coercive or deceptive measures to bring them into 
Taiwan through either legal or illegal channels. Contrary to the popular 
thought that women are forced or kidnapped to leave their countries, they 
often make decisions by themselves (Chuang, 2006). However, their decisions 
are based on false and misleading information offered by traffickers.

Women are trafficked into Taiwan for the purposes of sexual exploitation, 
involuntary servitude, or forced labor, but they may not have the same re-
sources once they are identified as victims of human trafficking. Chen (2008) 
found that women who entered Taiwan on work visas but were then exploited 
were more likely to have access to legal remedies than those who entered Tai-
wan on fake marriages or tourist visas. Chen interviewed 81 female victims of 
trafficking in Taiwan between 2007 and 2008 and noted seven patterns of 
human trafficking in Taiwan by examining methods of entry and subsequent 
exploitation of trafficked victims. The first two means included the traffickers’ 
use of work visas and fraudulent marriages. All the women surveyed wanted 
to make more money to overcome financial hardship or pursue better living 
standards for their families. They were recruited in their home countries by 
brokers referred by family-friends, neighbors, or newspaper advertisements, 
and were promised domestic, manufacturing, or entertainment jobs. How-
ever, once in Taiwan, they found themselves in exploitative work situations: 
receive no salaries or only partial salaries, and/or engage in work exceeding ten 
hours per day without break, or work they had not signed on to doing, while 
their passports or other important documents (e.g., Alien Resident Certifi-
cate) were confiscated by the brokers or employers.

Women who came to Taiwan using fake marriages or tourist visas were 
more vulnerable and might be subjected to further exploitation because of 
their illegal immigration status. Furthermore, these women were likely to 
develop strong bonds with their traffickers because they had cultural and 
language barriers, and were not protected by Taiwan’s Labor Standards Law. 
Lack of resources to seek help prevented them from escaping the exploitative 
situation. Under these circumstances, these women were trapped in a rela-
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tionship that might not easily be severed. If they file any complaints against 
their employers (or traffickers) or report the crime to the police, there is a 
good chance that they may be arrested as illegal migrants, instead of being 
treated as victims of human trafficking. The rapid growth of human traffick-
ing has caused Taiwan’s drop in Tier rankings in the Trafficking in Persons 
(TIP) Reports.

Taiwan’s Tier Rankings

2001–2004: Tier 1

According to the 2001, 2003, and 2004 TIP Report, Taiwan was placed in Tier 
1 from 2001 to 2004 (and not ranked in 2002), and Taiwan was identified as a 
source, transit, and destination country for people trafficked for the purposes 
of sexual exploitation and forced labor. Victims were mainly from the People’s 
Republic of China (P.R.C.) and Southeast Asian countries such as Cambodia, 
Indonesia, Thailand, and Vietnam. Some women were lured into Taiwan by 
fraudulent employment opportunities while some women came by fake mar-
riages to Taiwanese men. Taiwanese women were trafficked to Japan for com-
mercial sexual exploitation (CSE). Taiwan was also a transit point for illegal 
migrants who were trafficked to North America. These same TIP reports also 
indicated that Taiwan’s law enforcement officials received training to investi-
gate and prosecute cases of human trafficking. Although Taiwan did not have 
a specific anti-trafficking law, provisions of other laws, for examples, the 
Criminal Law and the Law to Suppress Sexual Transactions Involving Chil-
dren and Juveniles, were applied to trafficking-related crime. The government 
also worked closely with NGOs and provided services to both child and adult 
victims of human trafficking, including temporary housing/shelter, medical 
assistance, legal aid, and counseling.

2005: Tier 2

The 2005 TIP Report indicated that Taiwan did not fully comply with the 
minimum standards for the elimination of trafficking, but was making sig-
nificant efforts to do so. Taiwan was a source and a destination country for 
victims from the P.R.C., Thailand, Cambodia, and Vietnam. Luring victims 
into coming to Taiwan by fraudulent job offers or marriages, the traffickers 
coerced them into prostitution (TIP Report, 2005).

Although Taiwan had other laws (e.g., Articles 296 and 296–1 of the Crim-
inal Law) to prosecute cases of human trafficking, Taiwan did not have a 
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comprehensive anti-trafficking law to protect victims and to provide for pre-
vention activities. The law enforcement officials sometimes could not distin-
guish between trafficking and smuggling, and therefore victims were not 
properly identified and were placed in detention centers. Furthermore, vic-
tims from P.R.C. were not as quickly repatriated as victims from other coun-
tries, and no legal alternatives to repatriation were provided to trafficking 
victims. The government continued to collaborate with NGOs to raise public 
awareness of sex trafficking of minors and Southeast Asian women who mar-
ried Taiwanese men (TIP, 2005).

2006: Tier 2 Watch List

In 2006, Taiwan fell to Tier 2 Watch List because the government failed to 
provide evidence of increasing efforts over the previous year to fight 
against forced labor and sex trade, such as the lack of comprehensive anti-
trafficking law to prosecute all forms of trafficking in persons, particularly 
forced labor, and insufficient protection for trafficked victims (TIP, 2006). 
The traffickers who were found guilty of exploiting foreign workers only 
received administrative fines (TIP, 2006). Additionally, the recruitment 
procedures for foreign laborers and brides was not adequately monitored, 
since many were subjected to sex work, forced labor, or involuntary servi-
tude by traffickers. Approximately 6 percent of the migrant workers left 
their work because of abuse or intolerable working conditions, but were 
treated as law-breakers by law enforcement agencies; these “runaways” 
often became victims of sex trade or forced labor (TIP Report, 2006). 
There were no shelters specifically designed for victims of human traffick-
ing, and no alternatives to repatriation were offered to victims (TIP Re-
port, 2006).

2007: Tier 2

Taiwan returned to Tier 2 in 2007 and as in previous years, Taiwan continued 
to be a destination country for sex and labor trafficking, with victims mainly 
from the P.R.C. and Southeast Asia (TIP Report, 2007). Although Taipei de-
veloped the National Action Plan to show its commitment to combat traffick-
ing in persons, Taiwan still lacked a comprehensive anti-trafficking law to 
criminalize all forms of trafficking and its related acts, particularly debt bond-
age and other forms of labor exploitation. The Council of Labor Affairs (CLA) 
often treated exploitative work situations as labor disputes without referring 
exploited migrant workers to the law enforcement officials for further crimi-
nal investigation (TIP Report, 2007). 
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2008: Tier 2

According to the 2008 TIP Report, Taiwan remained a destination country 
for sexual exploitation and forced labor, and was also a source country in 
which women were trafficked to Japan, Australia, the United Kingdom, and 
the United States. An increasing number of boys were sexually exploited 
through online social networking sites (TIP, 2008). The 2008 TIP Report 
suggests that Taiwan is in need of a comprehensive anti-trafficking law be-
cause punishments imposed on traffickers convicted of sexual or labor ex-
ploitation under the existing laws are too lenient. Even though Taipei had 
allocated a budget to design shelters specifically for trafficking victims to 
provide better services, the 2008 TIP Report noted that large numbers of 
trafficking victims were not identified as such; instead, they were catego-
rized as illegal immigrants or workers and placed in overcrowded detention 
facilities (TIP Report, 2008). 

Since it is not recognized as a nation-state and it lacks diplomatic relation-
ship with many of the origin countries, Taiwan is limited in its efforts to re-
duce human trafficking.

Tier Rankings and Taiwan’s Efforts

Fewer actions were specifically designed to fight trafficking in persons when 
Taiwan was ranked Tier 1 between 2001 and 2004. In August 2005, the amend-
ments to the Immigration Law, which focused on prevention of human traf-
ficking and victim protection, were sent to the Legislative Yuan, for review 
(The Ministry of the Interior, 2007). Meanwhile, the Ministry of Justice col-
laborated with Taipei Women’s Rescue Foundation to hold an international 
training workshop on prevention of human trafficking in May 2005, and 
added human trafficking issues into the annual in-service training for prose-
cutors (The Ministry of Justice, 2006). Taiwan, however, had not taken major 
steps to combat trafficking in persons until 2006 when Taiwan was placed on 
Tier 2 Watch List in the TIP Report. The 2006 TIP Report stated that Taiwan 
failed to “address the serious level of forced labor and sexual servitude among 
legally migrating Southeast Asian contract workers and brides,” criticizing 
the lack of an anti-trafficking law and inadequate protection for victims of 
trafficking (238). 

In response to the drop in the tier ranking, the Executive Yuan convened 
eight interagency meetings and consulted with scholars to draft the National 
Action Plan (NAP) for Combating Trafficking in Persons, which was promul-
gated in November 2006 (The Executive Yuan, 2007). In accordance with the 
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United Nations Protocol to Prevent, Suppress and Punish Trafficking in Persons, 
Especially Women and Children, Supplementing the United Nations Convention 
against Transnational Organized Crime in 2000, the NAP emphasizes three 
strategic elements: prevention, prosecution, and protection. The NAP primar-
ily aims to protect victims’ human rights, followed by crime investigation, 
criminal prosecution, awareness-raising campaigns, and international col-
laboration in order to establish a comprehensive anti-trafficking approach 
(The Executive Yuan, 2006). 

Additionally, the Executive Yuan established the Administrative Council 
Meeting on Prevention of Human Trafficking, which has been regularly con-
vened once every two months since March 2007, to provide a communication 
platform for governmental agencies and NGOs to discuss issues related to 
human trafficking. Each governmental agency and NGO has assigned a point 
of contact to facilitate communication and coordination between organiza-
tions (The Executive Yuan, 2007). The Ministry of Justice developed an Ex-
ecutive Plan for Prevention of Human Trafficking Cases on December 12, 
2006, mandating every district court to appoint prosecutors specializing in 
human trafficking cases: the Taiwan High Court had to form a supervision 
unit, and the Prosecutors Office for the Taiwan High Court is to organize all 
human trafficking cases (The Executive Yuan). Aside from improving coordi-
nation and cooperation between the governmental and nongovernmental 
organizations, between March 2006–2007, the government organized (a) sev-
eral awareness-raising campaigns targeting foreign spouses, migrant workers 
and the general public, (b) alleviated change of employer restrictions imposed 
on migrant workers, (c) increased collaboration with foreign countries and 
the international organizations, (d) intensified investigation into human traf-
ficking cases, and (e) developed better screening of trafficking victims (The 
Executive Yuan).

Taiwan reverted to Tier 2 in 2007 because of the aforementioned efforts 
between 2006 and 2007. The 2007 TIP Report, however, pointed out that the 
Taiwan government still provided inadequate assistance and protection for 
victims, and the punishment imposed on traffickers was too lenient (TIP Re-
port, 2007). As a result, the Taiwan government’s efforts between 2007 and 
2008 focused more on victim protection and drafting the first anti-trafficking 
legislation. The Ministry of Justice developed formal procedures, intending to 
help law enforcement officers proactively identify more victims of human 
trafficking (The Executive Yuan, 2008). Once a victim is identified, the law 
enforcement agency follows the official protocol to provide appropriate shel-
ters or housing and other related assistance, for example, financial assistance 
as deemed necessary (The Executive Yuan). The Ministry of Justice also col-
laborates with the Association for Protection of Victims of Criminal Acts 
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(APVCA) to provide care for the victims, including informing their families 
in the countries of origin and embassies in Taipei of their physical safety (The 
Executive Yuan).

Moreover, the government has established several mechanisms to protect 
victims during investigation and prosecution. One mechanism requires social 
workers to accompany victims during questioning by law enforcement per-
sonnel since December 2006, and in November 2007 the Ministry of the Inte-
rior established an official protocol to ensure victims’ physical safety when 
they go to court to testify (The Executive Yuan, 2008). The Ministry of the 
Interior, along with the Council of Labor Affairs (CLA), built a database of 
interpreters in each local government to provide interpretation services for 
trafficking victims; the Ministry of the Interior also developed repatriation 
regulation in January 2008 to safely return victims to their countries of origin 
(The Executive Yuan). The government also relaxed foreign labor policies in 
an attempt to reduce illegal migrant workers: they created a Direct Employ-
ment Center in December 2007 to make hiring process more efficient, eased 
restrictions on change of employers, and improved protection for migrant 
workers’ rights (The Executive Yuan).

In addition to victim protection and re-examination of foreign labor poli-
cies, the government passed amendments to the Immigration Law on Decem-
ber 26, 2007, which added chapter 7 to regulate protection for trafficking 
victims and witnesses (The Executive Yuan, 2008). The Taipei government 
also drafted an anti-trafficking law to supplement the Criminal Law, to build 
a victim protection network, and to enhance service providers’ knowledge 
about human trafficking (The Executive Yuan). Furthermore, the Taiwan gov-
ernment, between March 2007 and March 2008, continued to provide training 
for law enforcement personnel and other service providers, hold awareness-
raising campaigns, collaborate with NGOs, investigate suspected human traf-
ficking cases, and improve international coordination. Despite these efforts, 
Taiwan remained Tier 2 in the 2008 TIP Report (TIP Report, 2008).

Conclusion

Taiwan had been placed on Tier 1 from 2001 to 2004 in the TIP Reports, even 
without Taipei having taken significant actions against trafficking in persons. 
The government started to take major steps to combat the crime when Taiwan 
fell to Tier 2 Watch List in the 2006 TIP Report. Taiwan subsequently devel-
oped the first National Action Plan and took measures to combat human 
trafficking by coordinating a communication platform for governmental 
agencies and nongovernmental organizations. These efforts helped Taiwan 
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return to Tier 2, but the 2007 TIP Report still criticized the government’s in-
adequate victim protection as well as lack of a comprehensive anti-trafficking 
law. In response to the criticism, the government improved victim and witness 
protection and drafted the first anti-trafficking law. Taiwan remained Tier 2 in 
the 2008 TIP Report. Currently, the government continues to collaborate with 
NGOs to provide better services to victims, and attempts to reach a consensus 
with the Coalition against Human Trafficking (a network of NGOs) on the 
scope of anti-trafficking legislation. The controversial political status of Tai-
wan has made it difficult to establish diplomatic relations with other foreign 
countries, which has formed a big obstacle to the prevention of this transna-
tional crime.
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Europe, at the end of the twentieth century and today, has experienced 
very low birth rates and, with the exception of the United Kingdom and 

perhaps one or two other countries, the only increase in population is a result 
of immigration. Of course, in countries that have steady flows of immigrants, 
there is an expectation of nonnative inhabitants; thus, individuals trafficked 
into a country for the purpose of sexual exploitation may exist within the 
country without question. Of the 29 countries classified as Tier 1 in the 2008 
Trafficking in Persons Report, the majority are in Europe. The two chapters in 
this section on Europe—one on the United Kingdom and the other on the 
countries of Austria, Poland, and Croatia—attempt to identify strengths and 
weaknesses in terms of their efforts to reduce sex trafficking. 

The United Kingdom (UK) has been identified as primarily a destination 
country for human trafficking for victims from countries such as Russia, 
Thailand, and Africa (McCabe, 2008). Of course, anyone who has traveled to 
other countries in Western Europe has probably transitioned through Lon-
don, hence the UK may also serve as a major transit country for men, women, 
and children being trafficked to other destination countries for sexual victim-
ization. As discussed in this section, the UK is a country with often internal 
procedural conflicts between immigration legislation and laws and policies to 
protect victims of sexual exploitation and sex trafficking. In addition, UK legal 
distinctions between smuggling and trafficking are not as clear as legislative 
efforts have suggested (ECPAT, 2007) and therefore law enforcement efforts 
have not been as successful.
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Austria, a country often viewed as a stopover country for those Americans 
visiting Germany, has been one of the leaders in the European Union in terms 
of human trafficking treaties and legislation. In fact, after noting the problems 
of clear definitions and comparable data collections, Austrian officials have 
initiated projects for data collection within the European Union. In addition, 
Austria is often identified as a model country because of its treatment of vic-
tims of sex trafficking. In Austria, if the victim chooses to return to their na-
tive country, the government arranges the transportation. If the victim 
chooses to remain within the country, the Austrian government provides tem-
porary visa.

The overwhelming majority of the victims of human trafficking in Po-
land are victims of sex trafficking. Many of the victims within Poland are 
from Russia and travel through Poland en route to other destination coun-
tries (McCabe, 2008). Polish authorities have been very aggressive in their 
pursuits of traffickers as human trafficking is punishable as forced prosti-
tution and/or trafficking. In addition, the Polish government has been 
applauded for its cooperative efforts with other countries such as Ger-
many, Italy, and the Ukraine on trafficking cases and the relocation of 
victims.

Of all the European countries highlighted in this section, Croatia is the 
least progressive in terms of its efforts to reduce sex trafficking. Croatia is 
considered an affluent country relative to many of the other countries 
within the region, therefore it is often a destination country for victims of 
sex trafficking (Limanowska, 2005). The country has been recently classi-
fied as a Tier 1 country as the government implemented migration policies 
which incorporate procedures for addressing cases of sex trafficking. 
However, it is acknowledged that Croatia’s ability to identify victims of sex 
trafficking has been limited over the years and just recently as specific 
anti-trafficking training been introduced to Croatia’s law enforcement 
officers.

From 2003 to 2007, Europe surpasses all other geographic regions in its 
legal initiatives to end human trafficking. Specifically, Europe averages ap-
proximately 2,700 prosecutions for sex trafficking on an annual basis with 
approximately 1,600 convictions. In addition, from 2003 to 2007, sixty new or 
amended legislative actions have been adopted as measures to reduce human 
trafficking. The two chapters in this section, discuss not only the successful 
practices of the countries in terms of efforts to reduce sex trafficking but also 
specific areas in need of further attention. Significant to this section and the 
two chapters within this section is the generalization that even countries with 
the best tier classifications are still attempting to refine current practices and 
in search of new methods to end sex trafficking.
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Mercenary Territory:  
a uk Perspective on Human Trafficking

Margaret Melrose

This chapter provides a discussion of the phenomenon of human 
trafficking from the perspective of the UK. It considers the location of 

the UK as a source, transit or destination country, the position of the UK in 
the United States government’s tier ranking of other countries’ measures to 
combat human trafficking and discusses initiatives pursued by the UK gov-
ernment to combat human trafficking. 

The chapter contends that the approach toward human trafficking ad-
opted by the British government is situated within its wider concern to 
manage immigration. As such its interest is primarily focused on organized 
crime and border control rather than with the abuses of human rights that 
processes of human trafficking inevitably entail (Refugee Council, 2006; 
Women’s Commission, 2005). This results in a conflict between tackling 
organized crime and controlling migratory processes on the one hand and 
victim protection on the other.

Constructing the Problem of Trafficking

It is only relatively recently that an international definition of human trafficking 
has been agreed. This chapter will follow the definition of the Palermo Protocol, 
UN 2000 (see introduction). Whether a person is considered to be “trafficked” 
or “smuggled” makes an important difference in terms of the rights they may 
receive upon arrival in the UK and consequently their treatment in this country. 



End Child Prostitution and Trafficking (ECPAT, 2007, 12) contend that it is 
“essential” that practitioners do not confuse these processes “in order to ensure 
that children are provided with the most appropriate care and legal support”. 
However, these processes are frequently confused or conflated (Iselin and 
Adams, 2003; Andrijasevic, 2003; Experts Group on Trafficking in Human Be-
ings, 2004). This may be because, as Kelly (2007) and others suggest, these two 
processes are not necessarily as distinct as legal definitions would suggest (q.v. 
Hudson, 2007; Lee, 2007). The distinction between “human trafficking” and 
“human smuggling” tends to construct the former as “victims” of crimes com-
mitted against them and the latter as complicit in crimes committed against the 
state (i.e., the violation of immigration law) (Hudson, 2007; Lee, 2007; Carling, 
2006). Generally it is women and young people who are trafficked and men who 
are smuggled (Gallagher, 2001; Kangaspunta, 2003; Morrison, 2004; Monzini, 
2005; Melrose and Barrett, 2006; Nieuwenhuys and Pecoud, 2007; Lee, 2007). 
Thus the former tend to be constructed as “victims” and the latter as complicit 
in crimes against the state. 

It is possible, however, that because these processes are not as distinct as 
the law constructs them to be that a “smuggled” person may find themselves 
in “bonded labor situations when they arrive at their destinations” (Hudson, 
2007, 212). A trafficked person on the other hand may have embarked vol-
untarily on their journey but instead of the well-paid, glamorous job they 
were expecting, find themselves working in conditions, or indeed in an illicit 
or illegal sector of the labor market, that they had not anticipated (Brown, 
2000; Andrijasevic, 2003; Carling, 2006; Hudson, 2007). “Smuggling” and 
“trafficking” are therefore better understood as a continuum of predatory 
and exploitative practices. These practices involve not only physical and/or 
sexual exploitation but also exploitation of the hopes, dreams and desires of 
people wishing to escape torture, conflict and/or poverty in their country of 
origin (Moorehead, 2006). The UN trafficking protocol states that consent 
is irrelevant if a person has been tricked, coerced or threatened yet the UK 
continues to use this distinction in its response to victims of trafficking 
(Women’s Commission, 2005). This is because these categories are political 
constructions through which the British government endeavors to control 
immigration. They are treated, however, as if they were “reflections of 
real differences in the motivations and circumstances of migrants” (Hud-
son, 2007, 211). 

Human trafficking occurs for a variety of purposes including labor exploi-
tation and domestic servitude, forced marriage, use of body parts and for the 
purpose of commercial sexual exploitation (CSE) (Lee, 2007; Kapoor, 2007; 
Melrose and Barrett, 2006). In Britain, the focus until relatively recently has 
been primarily on trafficking for the purpose of CSE. 
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Human trafficking is constructed as a different sort of problem by a variety 
of social actors, agencies and institutions (O’Connell-Davidson, 2002). NGOs 
tend to construct it as a problem of human rights abuses (Mecham, 2006) 
while government agencies such as the police and the immigration service 
construct it either as a problem of organized crime, or as a problem of illegal 
immigration on the other (Kelly and Regan, 2000; Taylor, 2005). Understand-
ings of how the problem should be confronted therefore, vary according to the 
discourse that constructs the problem (Refugee Council, 2006; Taylor, 2005; 
Kelly and Regan, 2000).

Source, Transit, and Destination Countries

Human trafficking networks are characterized by some elements of the network 
being more loosely connected than others (Salt, 2000). There is no uniformity 
within and between these networks (O’Connell-Davidson and Donelan, 2003 
cited in Laczko and Gramegna, 2003) although most are to some degree or 
another hierarchically organized (Salt, 2000). Networks organizing the traffick-
ing of people over long distances are likely to be more highly organized than 
those organizing them over shorter distances (Futo et al., 2005). 

Trafficking routes are complex but adaptable and can change quickly and 
easily when necessary (Salt, 2000). The value of distinguishing between 
“source,” “transit,” and “destination” countries has therefore been called into 
question as it is clear that some countries act as all three (Lehti, 2003). Present 
evidence suggests that the UK is both an area of destination and an area of 
transit for women and young people who are trafficked (ECPAT, 2007). 
Women from many parts of the world have been working in the UK sex in-
dustry; the majority of these come from Eastern Europe, China and South 
East Asia, Africa and Brazil. (Dickson, 2004).

Foreign Women in the UK Sex Industry

In 2003 a survey of sex work establishments across London’s 33 boroughs iden-
tified 894 sex work premises (including saunas, massage parlors, flats and es-
cort agencies). Approximately 80 percent of women working in these establish-
ments were identified as non-UK nationals with the largest ethnic group being 
Eastern European. The study estimated there were between 4727 and 8082 
women working in these premises. Most of these women were aged between 18 
and 28 years. Some had been trafficked for sex work while others had migrated. 
The study found it was very rare for women who had been trafficked into the 
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UK to be involved in street prostitution (Dickson, 2004). The findings from 
this survey correspond with evidence produced from national policing opera-
tions (involving all 55 police forces) to tackle trafficking. One operation visited 
approximately 10 percent of known sex work establishments across the UK and 
identified 84 women and young people who were known to have been traf-
ficked. Most were aged 18 to 25, but 12 were aged between 14 and 17 years. 
These women came from 22 countries, and the largest proportion was from 
Eastern Europe (Gloucestershire Police). Based on the fact that only 10 percent 
of sex work establishments were visited in the course of this investigation, the 
police estimated there was probably ten times the number of identified women 
who had been trafficked for CSE who had not yet been discovered.

Trafficked Children and Young People in the UK

The evidence regarding the origins of young people who are trafficked into 
Britain differs slightly from that of adult females. Research conducted by 
ECPAT UK in the North East, North West and West Midlands regions of Eng-
land identified 80 cases of known or suspected trafficked children who had 
been taken into the care of social services. Of these the biggest proportion (45) 
were aged 16 to 17 years, but 22 were under 16. In 13 cases, age was not 
specified. Two-thirds (50) were female, approximately a quarter (19) was male 
and in eleven cases gender was not specified. Most of the young women had 
been trafficked for CSE or domestic servitude while the young men had been 
trafficked primarily for criminal activity although some had also been in-
volved in sexual exploitation (ECPAT, 2007). 

The majority of these young people originated from Africa and South East 
Asia (especially Nigeria and China). Disturbingly, once they had been taken into 
the care of social services, 60 percent (48) of these children went missing and 
have never been found. This pattern of trafficked young people going missing 
from care has been found in other areas of the country (ECPAT, 2001). Most go 
missing within the first 72 hours or one week of being taken into care and many 
go missing before they have been identified as victims of trafficking (ECPAT, 
2007). ECPAT suggests the reasons for going missing are that they are still con-
trolled by their traffickers who remove from the area as soon as possible or they 
run away in an attempt to escape their traffickers (ECPAT, 2007). 

Evidence suggests that trafficking young people is a problem across the UK. 
When they go missing young people are moved around within the country 
(ECPAT, 2007; Kapoor, 2007). Indigenous youths are also known to be moved 
around in the UK for the purpose of CSE (Melrose, 2004), while internation-
ally trafficked youths are also moved through the UK to other countries. In 
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particular there has been a problem documented of young African girls being 
brought to the UK and then moved to Italy for CSE (ECPAT, 2001). A case of 
Chinese girls being moved to Canada has also been identified (ECPAT, 2007; 
q.v. Kapoor, 2007). 

A scoping exercise conducted by the Child Exploitation Online Protection 
center (CEOP) identified 330 children who were suspected to have been traf-
ficked into the UK. Of these, 85 cases were deemed to be “high probability” 
and 105 as “very high probability” (Kapoor, 2007). This study identified 44 
source countries: in the Far East, South East Asia, Central Asia, South Asia, 
West Africa, Eastern Europe and the Baltic States (Kapoor, 2007; Carling, 
2006). All the young people identified in this study were under 18 with the 
biggest proportion (85 percent) being 15 to 17 years of age. The purpose of 
trafficking and the type of intended exploitation was unclear in approximately 
two-thirds of the cases. However, in the “high and very high” probability cat-
egories 91 cases were female and of these two-thirds were believed to have 
been trafficked for CSE (Kapoor, 2007).

Responding to Trafficking in the UK and the U.S. Tier Ranking System

There is clearly a problem with trafficking of women and young people into, 
through and within the UK for CSE. From 2000–2007 the U.S. State Depart-
ment’s TIP report has rated the efforts of the UK to tackle this problem in Tier 
One. This means the UK is considered to be in full compliance with minimum 
standards for combating human trafficking (Women’s Commission, 2005). So 
what has the UK done to warrant this evaluation of its efforts? Below I will 
outline domestic legal instruments and other initiatives that have been devel-
oped to combat human trafficking. I will then show how these developments are 
undermined by the British government’s stance on immigration and asylum 
legislation and by its focus on border control and organized crime rather than 
the human rights abuses to which those who are trafficked are subjected.

Legislation

The first domestic legislation introduced to tackle human trafficking in recent 
times was part of the Nationality, Asylum and Immigration Act. This was a 
“stop-gap” measure (Dickson, 2004) which outlawed trafficking only in rela-
tion to prostitution. This was followed by the Sexual Offenses Act (2003), which 
incorporated the provisions of the NAIA (2002) but expanded the notion of 
“sexual exploitation” to include forms of sexual exploitation other than prosti-
tution. This legislation explicitly criminalized the CSE of those under 18 and 
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recognized “trafficking” as something that can take place within national bor-
ders as well as across them. Under this legislation the maximum penalty for 
trafficking is 14 years imprisonment. 

This legislation was followed by the Asylum and Immigration (Treatment of 
Claimants) Act (2004). This legislation fundamentally altered the asylum ap-
peals process, placed further restrictions on eligibility criteria for receiving 
welfare benefits and increased penalties for using fraudulent documents for 
entering the country. It also extended definitions of trafficking to take into 
account exploitation for reasons other than CSE such as forced labor and 
domestic servitude. Further immigration legislation was enacted in 2006 in 
the Immigration, Asylum and Nationality Act 2006. This contained no specific 
measures to combat trafficking but further restricted the right of appeal for 
those refused entry to the UK and introduced measures to fine and/or im-
prison employers for employing illegal workers. 

Other measures

In addition to legal instruments other initiatives have been developed to re-
spond to human trafficking. In 2003 the Home Office produced a “Toolkit for 
People Trafficking” (www.crimereduction.gov.uk/toolkits/tp00.htm), and 
provided funding for The Poppy Project to support adult female victims of 
trafficking. However, this provided just 25 bed spaces and was the only facility 
of its kind in the country. Criteria for acceptance by the service were very 
strict: women had to be over 18 years old, had to have been working in pros-
titution in the UK for 30 days prior to referral, had to have been trafficked for 
CSE and had to be prepared to help the police to prosecute her traffickers by 
giving evidence. Women were given 30 days to decide whether to cooperate 
with the police and if they declined they would be returned to their country 
of origin (Taylor, 2005; Women’s Commission, 2005). 

Currently there is no dedicated support for young people (under 18) who 
are victims of trafficking. This is because campaigners have fought for them 
to be worked with under child protection procedures. Young people are thus 
referred to social services departments for support but grave doubts have 
been expressed about their ability to provide the dedicated support such 
young people need (Women’s Commission, 2005; ECPAT, 2004; ICAR, 
2007). Although the Department for Children, Schools and Families has just 
published welcome guidance on safeguarding children and young people 
thought to be trafficked (DCSF, 2008), this does not go far enough in saying 
what children’s services should do to provide for the needs of trafficked 
young people. In addition to these developments, the government estab-
lished as part of the police service, the UK Human Trafficking Centre 
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(UKHTC) and the CEOP service in 2006. The former gathers intelligence 
about all forms of national and international trafficking (but is primarily 
focused on trafficking for CSE) to support police operations in disrupting 
trafficking networks. CEOP is dedicated to eradicating all forms of child 
sexual abuse.

Two police operations (Pentameter I and II) to tackle trafficking were 
launched in 2006 and 2007. The results of the first are discussed above—those 
of the second are not yet available.

A Critical Review of UK Efforts

The UK government claims its approach to human trafficking is “victim 
centered” and it has developed the measures described above to combat traf-
ficking. However, I argue that these efforts are enfeebled by the government’s 
determination to impose ever stricter asylum regulations on those trying to 
escape discrimination, victimization, violence and/or poverty; many of 
whom are victims of trafficking (Women’s Commission, 2005; ECPAT, 2007; 
Refugee Council, 2008). The tightening of asylum regulations and immigra-
tion controls suggests that the UK government is not primarily concerned 
with the human rights abuses endured by those who are subject to traffick-
ing; instead it is concerned with controlling its borders and tackling orga-
nized crime (Refugee Council, 2006). Its approach is therefore arguably not 
victim centered. 

Numerous studies have shown that the more difficult it is for people legally 
to leave areas where they experience human rights abuses, torture, persecu-
tion, discrimination and/or poverty, the more likely they are to turn to smug-
gling or trafficking networks to facilitate their escape (Andrijasevic, 2003; 
Monzini, 2005; Women’s Commission, 2005; Carling, 2006; Moorehead, 2006; 
Mecham, 2006; Lee, 2007; Hudson, 2007; Grewcock, 2007; Refugee Council, 
2008). By making asylum and immigration processes ever more restrictive, 
UK state practices have therefore inadvertently constructed the mercenary 
territory in which human traffickers and smugglers hunt and operate.

The UK government describes its response to trafficking as three-pronged. 
It aims to prosecute traffickers, protect victims and prevent trafficking by rais-
ing awareness of the issue at home and abroad. Its ability to protect victims, 
however, is undermined by punitive asylum and immigration legislation 
(Women’s Commission, 2005; Refugee Council, 2008; ECPAT, 2007, 8). The 
UK government is reluctant to offer support to victims of trafficking believing 
this may encourage traffickers, swell the ranks of asylum seekers, encourage 
illegal immigration and/or provide an incentive for people who want to come 
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to Britain to take advantage of its welfare system (Mynott, 2002). Support and 
protection of trafficking victims is emasculated because the UK has not 
adopted legal mechanisms to protect or support trafficking victims. Instead, 
they must qualify for asylum or humanitarian protection (Women’s Commis-
sion, 2005). The Joint Committee for Human Rights recently criticized the 
government for its treatment of trafficking victims citing examples of arrest, 
detention and deportation (ICAR, 2007); subsequently the Prime Minister 
revealed his intention to sign the Council of Europe Convention on Action 
against Trafficking in Human Beings (2005).

Apart from the asylum process itself having become more stringently regu-
lated, qualifying for asylum has also become more difficult as a result of the 
UK government’s identification of a “white list” of countries. These are con-
sidered to be “safe” countries from which claims for asylum will not be con-
sidered. Although they considered “safe” by the UK government, many of 
these countries do not comply with the minimum standards defined by the 
United States government’s TVPA 2000 and they are not classified in Tier One. 
Instead, many of these countries are known as source areas for trafficking 
(Women’s Commission, 2005). 

As the Refugee Council (2008) and ECPAT (2007) have pointed out, asylum 
and immigration legislation does not only create problems for adults who are 
trafficked; there are also conflicts between immigration legislation and child 
protection. In this conflict the child’s best interests are often subjugated to is-
sues of immigration control. 

In 1990 the UK ratified the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (1989). 
Article 34 requires that states take steps to prevent the abduction, sale or traf-
ficking of children for any purpose. While ratifying this Convention the Brit-
ish government entered a reservation allowing it to pass its own immigration 
legislation that would not need to take account of its obligations under the 
Convention (Women’s Commission, 2005). This reservation removes the 
rights of children who have entered the country in an unorthodox way 
(ECPAT, 2007). In 2004 the Joint Committee on Human Rights pointed out 
that this reservation, “Appears to legitimize the unequal treatment of those 
vulnerable children by both central and local government (cited in Refugee 
Council, 2008, 5).” 

Targets for the removal of unaccompanied asylum-seeking children have 
also been introduced and these are at odds with the idea that trafficking re-
sponses are “child centered” (ECPAT, 2007, 8). More worryingly still, the UK 
Immigration Service and the Home Office Immigration and Nationality Di-
rectorate are exempt from the statutory obligation, as set out in the Children 
Act 2004, to “have regard to safeguard and promote the welfare of children” 
(ECPAT, 2007, 13). 
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Conclusions

This chapter has argued that distinguishing human “smuggling” from “traf-
ficking” is not as straightforward in practice as the law might suggest. This is 
because in reality human trafficking is an “untidy” process (ECPAT, 2007, 6) 
which is filled with complexity. While distinctions between smuggling and 
trafficking are important to allow governments to manage and control migra-
tion they are not necessarily helpful for victims of the trafficking process.

The evidence presented has demonstrated that there are problems in the 
UK in relation to trafficking both young people and adults. The UK is both 
a country of destination and transit although the evidence would suggest 
that it is less likely to be a country of transit for adults than it is for young 
people. The chapter has also shown that while adult trafficking victims are 
primarily Eastern European, young people tend to come from Africa 
and China. 

The discussion has described the legislative mechanisms and other initia-
tives developed by the UK government since the turn of the twenty-first cen-
tury. For the government, human trafficking represents a problem of border 
control and organized crime while for many others it represents an abuse of 
the human rights of people on a migratory journey. The chapter has argued 
that government efforts to combat human trafficking are undermined by re-
strictions imposed on asylum applications and a “crack down” on illegal im-
migrants. While the UK government may be compliant with U.S.-defined 
minimum standards for combating human trafficking it still has a long way to 
go in terms of offering support and protection to the victims of this trade. As 
the Women’s Commission (2005, 22) has pointed out: “The efforts of the UK 
have not been combined into a unified, effective strategy that not only pre-
vents, deters, and punishes trafficking, but, most importantly, embraces the 
rights and protection of trafficked persons.”
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Human Trafficking in austria,  
Poland, and croatia

Karin Bruckmüller and Stefan Schumann

Austria, Poland (38.1 millions inhabitants) and Croatia (4.4 millions 
inhabitants), differ in their political history and economic situation. 

While Austria was part of the democratic and market economy driven western 
European hemisphere already during the cold war, Poland and Croatia were 
part of Eastern Europe. Poland, a Republic since 1918, established itself as a 
democratic state in 1989, and Croatia, a former part of the Republic of Yugo-
slavia, was recognized as an independent state in 1991–1992. Today, all three 
are members of the European Union (EU)—a context that has to be kept in 
mind because EU laws contain an individual’s right of free movement within 
all of the EU territory. Furthermore, it establishes legal obligations on pre-
venting and combating trafficking in human beings (THB), and the EU pro-
vides a framework for cooperation between EU institutions, governmental 
institutions, law enforcement agencies, as well as international and regional 
NGOs. Such closer cooperation is needed within the Schengen area where 
internal border controls are abolished between the EU Member States (ex-
cluding the UK and Ireland) as well as Norway, Switzerland and Iceland—a 
common external border control regime has therefore been established. 

Regarding legislation and practical measures to combat THB all three 
states, including Croatia as an accession country, have to focus on the EU legal 
measures, comply with the respective convention and law of the Council of 
Europe (COE) and that of the UN’s. Combating and preventing THB has 
been gaining political priority in Europe, with human trafficking viewed as a 
grave violation of human rights and human dignity. Therefore the above 



mentioned actors on the European level have taken a comprehensive and 
multidisciplinary approach to the fight against this phenomenon by adopting 
various instruments, such as legal rules (EU FD on Combating THB, 2002; EU 
FD on Combating Sexual Exploitation, 2004; COE Convention, 2005; EU Ac-
tion Plan, 2005) and a series of programmes. The focus is on preventative 
measures, criminal prosecution, cooperation of police and judicial authori-
ties, protection to, and assistance for victims, and general cooperative mea-
sures between national law enforcement agencies, EU institutions and NGOs. 
In EU Framework Decision on Combating Trafficking in Human Beings, human 
trafficking is defined as:

– an act of controlling a person by either using physical or mental violence, 
deceit or fraud or by abusing authority or a position of vulnerability or 
by exchange of payment to achieve the consent of a person having con-
trol over the victim 

– for the purpose of labour or sexual exploitation of the trafficked person.

The consent of a victim of trafficking in human beings to the exploitation, 
intended or actual, is therefore irrelevant where any of the above mentioned 
means have been used. 

Austria

Trafficking Routes, Exploitation

Resulting from the geographical location and its relative wealth, Austria is 
both a transit and a destination country for cross-border trafficking in human 
beings (Austrian Report on Combating THB, 2008). Romania, Bulgaria, Hun-
gary, Slovakia, Georgia, and China are the source countries for trafficking 
(Pfanzelter, 2008), in addition to Nigeria and the Eastern European countries 
of Moldovia, Belarus, Ukraine (TIP, 2008). In cases where Austria is a transit 
country the victims are trafficked to Italy, France, and Spain (TIP, 2008). 

According to estimates, the victims in Austria were trafficked predomi-
nantly for the purpose of sexual exploitation and forced labor in slave-like 
situations of domestic servants, including child trafficking (Austrian Report 
on Combating Human Trafficking, 2008). The victims of THB in Austria, usu-
ally come from less affluent countries; while other push factors include gender 
inequalities, domestic violence, lack of education or job possibilities in their 
country of origin, and poverty. The perception of increased opportunities in 
Austria, or in case of transit through Austria, in the country of destination is 
the main pull factor (Europol Report, 2006). Cases of child trafficking to or 
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through Austria usually involve child victims from the above mentioned south 
eastern European countries (i.e., Bulgaria, Romania, Moldovia, Serbia, and 
Slovakia), but also from Africa and Latin America. Often those child victims 
were sold by their parents under false pretexts. Child trafficking is committed 
for the purpose of begging, thievery or pickpocketing, and/or for sexual ex-
ploitation as prostitutes, profit in adoptions, or for brokering marriage of 
minors (Austrian Report on Child Trafficking, 2008). 

In 2007 there were only 18 cases, tried under Art. 104a Austrian Criminal 
Code, which prohibits trafficking in human beings—defined in accordance to 
the above mentioned European Union Framework Decision, but additionally 
includes trafficking for the purpose of removal of organs. It has to be kept in 
mind that cases concerning one of the other above mentioned offenses may 
also have an aspect of trafficking in human beings. This interaction is under-
lined by the following: In 2007, the Austrian victim support organization 
LEFÖ-IBF, specialized in supporting female victims of human trafficking, as-
sisted 170 female migrants who came to Austria by means of trafficking (Pfan-
zelter, 2008).

Austria is classified as a Tier 1 country in the TIP reports (2001–2008), viz., 
the Austrian government fully complies with the Trafficking Victims Protec-
tion Act’s (TVPA) minimum standards. Austria is actively involved in combat-
ing human trafficking by taking a comprehensive and interdisciplinary ap-
proach in preventing and sanctioning THB. The core elements of the Austrian 
strategy are the coordination of all activities concerned at the regional, na-
tional and international level by awareness raising, the protection of victims 
by establishing victims’ rights as well as specialized victim support organiza-
tions, and the prosecution of the offenders of THB and those who instigate, 
aid, or abet or attempt to commit such an act.

Austria has signed and ratified all relevant international treaties on com-
bating human trafficking, such as the UN Convention against Transnational 
Organized Crime and its Protocol to Prevent, Suppress, and Punish Trafficking 
in Persons, Especially Women and Children (adopted in 2000), and Council of 
Europe Convention on Action against Trafficking in Human Beings (2005). 
Austria was the first COE Member State, which ratified the criminalization 
of human trafficking in accordance to the above mentioned conventions and 
the legally binding EU Framework Decisions (Reiter, 2008). In order to take 
additional necessary and practical measures to prevent THB and to reduce 
harm to the victims, a working group—the Task Force on Human Traffick-
ing—was established and the national Action Plan against Human Traffick-
ing was drafted.

To prevent trafficking in human beings and to identify victims of human 
trafficking it is important to raise the awareness of the public as well as the 

 Human Trafficking in Austria, Poland, and Croatia 73



law enforcement agencies. A number of events were organized and attracted 
a lot of media attention. For instance Austria supported the “UN.GIFT—
Vienna Forum to Fight Human Trafficking.” Special training courses, initi-
ated by the Ministry of Interior are intended to raise awareness of the law 
enforcement agencies involved in combating trafficking in human beings. 
These courses aim to identify the victims and to communicate psychological 
needs of those victims to police and border control officers. The police come 
in contact with victims of human trafficking, when suspected as offenders 
of migration rules, or as perpetrators of criminal offenses as thefts or pick-
pocketing. Once a victim is perceived and treated as an offender, such per-
ception might obscure their status as victims of trafficking in human beings. 
Moreover, the identification of child victims of trafficking in human beings 
is sometimes endangered by an impossibility to differentiate clearly between 
unaccompanied refugee minors, unaccompanied alien minors, minors who 
entered the country with the help of human smugglers, and victims of traf-
ficking in human beings (Austrian Report on Child Trafficking, 2008). The 
training, therefore, aims to sensitize the police officers that the person could 
be a trafficked victim and therefore the police officer should involve an of-
ficer trained to handle vulnerable crime victims. The training of border 
control officers aimed also to improve the ability to identify human traffick-
ing victims. In order to cooperate with the government or law enforcement 
agencies in the countries of origin there is an ongoing international ex-
change of information and experiences. 

Austria tries to offer comprehensive professional support to victims of 
human trafficking. Especially LEFÖ-IBF as the nationwide victim support 
organization specialized in supporting female victims of human trafficking 
offers or coordinates comprehensive (social, psychological and medical) treat-
ments, and provide psychosocial and legal assistance to victims during crimi-
nal proceedings (Austrian Report on Combating Human Trafficking, 2008). 
They are mostly the first contact point for child victims (or even male victims) 
and liaison with other victim support organizations. Victim support organi-
zations also try to cooperate with the source countries to ensure a safe return 
of the victims and their rehabilitation in the home country. Additionally, pub-
lic prosecutors are trained to deal with the mostly vulnerable victims of THB 
in accordance with the Austrian Action Plan on Human Trafficking. A witness 
protection program has been established by the Federal Ministry of the Inte-
rior, if the victim has a potential of being endangered because of his/her will-
ingness to cooperate with the police (Pfanzelter, 2008). 

Austria may be called a “model country” (Austrian Report on Combating 
Human Trafficking, 2008) as regards victims’ protection because Austria 
grants to the victims a temporary residence permit for a period of 30 days to 
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recover and reflect, which is not made conditional on the victims’ ability or 
willingness to cooperate with the authorities. Austria receives no direct fund-
ing from the United States. However, a U.S. Fulbright student was supported 
to conduct research on immigration and trafficking (United States Govern-
ment Funding, 2006).

Poland

Poland, an EU Member State, is a transit and destination country for victims 
of trafficking largely due to its geographical location between the more afflu-
ent western EU countries and the poorer states of the former Soviet Union; 
and it is also a country of origin. Trafficking victims originate in Armenia, 
Azerbaijan, Belarus, Bulgaria (a large number are of the Turkish minority in 
Southern Bulgaria), Moldovia, Romania (many from the Roma/Sinti popula-
tion), Russia, and Ukraine, and some from Kenya, Senegal, Sri Lanka and 
Costa Rica (Data of National Public Prosecutor’s Office). Sexual exploitation 
as prostitutes is the main reason for the trafficking (The Protection Project, 
Report Poland). The victims were brought to or through Poland to western 
countries (mostly Austria, Belgium, Denmark, Germany, Greece, Italy, the 
Netherlands, Spain, Sweden), and Japan (U.S. Department). In cases where 
Poland is a country of origin, women are trafficked to Western Europe, Japan 
and North America for the purpose of commercial sexual exploitation (CSE), 
while some Polish men and women are trafficked to Italy, Austria, Germany, 
Belgium, France, Spain, Sweden, the Netherlands, and Israel for purposes of 
forced labor (TIP, 2008).
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Table 7.1 
outcome of the Preparatory Proceedings in cases Dealing with  

Trafficking in Human beings in 1995–2008

Number of cases  
resulting in a 
discontinuance due to

Number of persons

YEAR Number of 
completed 
cases

Number of 
cases resulting 
in bringing an 
indictment

Not 
detecting  
an offence

Not 
pronouncing 
an offence

charged aggrieved

2005 31 19 2 10 42 99
2006 26 17 - 9 36 126
2007 48 28 1 19 62 1021
2008 53 28 4 21 78 315



In Poland human trafficking is punishable under the criminal code for 
“forced prostitution,” “pimping,” and “trafficking.” 

The number of victims protected by the Police is between 0–11 persons per 
year (see table above by the National Public Prosecutor’s Office). The “La 
Strada” Foundation, an NGO actively involved in supporting victims of 
human trafficking, assisted in the last years the following numbers of victims, 
trafficked to or through Poland or originated in Poland (National Public Pros-
ecutor’s Office): 

– 2005—224 persons (including 147 Polish women)
– 2006—230 persons (including 198 Polish women)
– 2007—276 persons (including 200 Polish women).

Since 2002, Poland has been a Tier 1 country, except for 2001 when it slipped 
to Tier 2. But Poland made significant efforts to bring itself into compliance with 
the TVPA’s minimum standards: it ratified all the relevant international treaties 
and in the last few years made substantial progress to implement legal instru-
ments, especially provisions on the protections of victims of THB (Council of 
Europe Report, 2007). In 2003, the government adopted the “National Pro-
gramme for Combating and Preventing Trafficking in Human Beings” and one 
year later, the “Inter-Ministerial working group on Combating and Preventing 
Trafficking in Human Beings” was established (members are representatives of 
the government, experts from the police and experts from the relevant NGOs). 

Victim support organizations offer a broad range of help-programs, with 
social support, such as accommodation, medical and legal services as well as 
emotional support (La Strada, see homepage above). They closely cooperate 
with crises intervention centres to ensure a fast and individual help (Buchowska, 
2007). They also try to ensure a safe return to the victim’s home country. Espe-
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Tier rankings for Poland (2001–2008)

Source: Trafficking in Persons Reports, 2001–2008



cially the La Strada Foundation is engaged in the prevention of THB. It aims to 
reduce Polish victims by establishing education campaigns to empower women 
and providing them knowledge of their rights by especially targeting groups 
such as young and/or unemployed women and sex workers, and staff members 
also visit schools (La Strada, see homepage above). Law enforcement staff, such 
as the police, the border control forces and prosecutors are given special guide-
lines on how to identify a trafficked person (Buchowska, 2007). Victims of THB 
can apply for a temporary residence permit with a reflection period (60 days) 
provided for trafficked persons. A program of victim-witness support exists for 
persons who cooperate with the law enforcement agencies (Buchowska, 2007).

Croatia

Croatia is a country of transit and to a lesser extent, a destination country for 
female victims of trafficking (Commission Report, 2008). Predominantly women 
from Bulgaria, Hungary, Romania, Slovakia, and the Ukraine are trafficked to or 
through Croatia to France, Italy, Spain, and Switzerland for the purpose of CSE. 
Especially during the high tourist seasons in the Dalmatian coast THB rises (The 
Protection Project, Report Croatia). There is little information available on 
Croatian women victims of CSE in Western Europe (Limanowska, 2005). Croatia 
was involved in the Balkan War, which fueled human trafficking (The Protection 
Project, Report Croatia); Croatia is now relatively affluent in comparison with 
other countries of the region (Limanowska, 2005).

The Croatian Criminal Code stipulates the following offences as punisha-
ble: slavery, trafficking, international prostitution, and pandering. The 
number of female victims of THB rose from 7 in 2002 to 18 in 2003 
(Limanowska, 2005) and 17 in 2004 (The Protection Project, Report Croatia). 
There is no data for 2005 and 2006 available. While the EU reports about 
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figure 7.2 
Tier rankings for croatia (2001–2008)

Source: Trafficking in Persons Reports, 2001–2008



13 victims in 2007 (Council of Europe Report, 2007), the United States  named 
a number of 15 victims (TIP, 2008). 

While Croatia was a Tier 2 ranked country for five years (2003–2007), and 
in 2004 was even on the Watch List, it has made improvements and achieved 
the Tier 1 ranking by 2008. Thus it complies fully to the TVPA’s minimum 
standards: “A good progress has been made in the fight against trafficking in 
human beings (Commission Report, 2008).” A national Action Plan to combat 
human trafficking and an Action Plan for implementation of the migration 
policy was adopted by the government; and guidelines on how to handle cases 
of human trafficking were elaborated by the Ministry of Interior and the Min-
istry of Social Services (Commission Report, 2008). The core elements of 
these plans and guidelines are to prevent THB by education, identification of 
victims, prosecuting and sanctioning of offenders, assistance to victims, and 
coordination of activities. 

A range of workshops and training programs on the human trafficking 
were organized for agencies involved in combating THB (Commission Re-
port, 2008)—such as the Center for Social Policy for prevention of child vic-
tims of trafficking (Limanowska, 2005)—along with capacity-building work-
shops organized for IGOs, NGOs, and governmental agencies (The Protection 
Project, Report Croatia). A range of awareness initiatives were established fo-
cusing on prevention: women’s economic empowernment programs were 
developed (Commission Report, 2008), and an educational program on pre-
venting trafficking was set up in Croatian high schools (The Protection 
Project, Report Croatia). ROSA, a local NGO, supports victims of THB by 
providing legal, medical and psychological services, along with witness pro-
tection (TIP, 2008). According to the Law of Foreigners a potential adult vic-
tim of THB is provided with a 30 day reflection period while the temporary 
residence permit is up to 90 days for child victims.

Conclusion

Although there are already a lot of workshops and training programs espe-
cially for police officers and border control staff, one of the challenges still 
remaining is the identification of victims of THB. Another challenge is the 
collection and availability of (comparable) data, not only at the regional, but 
also at the international level. There is a need of a clear common definition of 
human trafficking and comparable indicators for such data collection. To 
solve this problem Austria takes part in a wide ranging project on harmoniz-
ing data collection on human trafficking within the EU. Austria, Croatia and 
Poland follow a comprehensive and interdisciplinary approach preventing 
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and combating human trafficking. This strategy includes preventative mea-
sures, sanctioning of offenders, support of victims, and cooperation of au-
thorities and civil society involved. This approach is to be recognized on a 
European level as well as on a bilateral and a intrastate level. Regional EU law 
and the accompanying Action plan, in accordance with international treaties, 
establish a minimum standard on legal and practical measures: the exchange 
of information between law enforcement agencies including the EU institu-
tions Europol and Eurojust contributes to detect transit routes and organized 
crime groups involved. Additionally, transnational cooperation, especially ef-
fective cooperation between source, transit and destination countries, con-
tributes to the prevention of human trafficking by fighting push factors and 
by awareness raising and improves the combat of human trafficking.
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Attention to the countries in the Near East in terms of their economic 
and political influences in the United States has done little to alleviate the 

problem of sex trafficking. In fact, as American officials turn their focus to the 
desperately needed resources found in those countries, it appears as though we 
are able to overlook certain criminal activities if we can maintain our close ties 
with those countries. At the same time, sex trafficking continues with few new 
anti-trafficking efforts initiated. The two chapters in this section—one on Alge-
ria and Morocco and the other on the Gulf States—provide further details on 
sex trafficking in this region. During 2005, countries in the Near East region 
initiated three new or amended legislative acts to reduce human trafficking; in 
2006, these countries initiated two legislative acts and, in 2005, only one. Pros-
ecutions of cases of sex trafficking have dropped from approximately 1,000 in 
2003 to less than 300 in 2006 and, in 2008, none of the countries within the Near 
East region were classified as a Tier 1 country. Therefore, to report that sex traf-
ficking is a problem in the Near East is certainly an understatement.

The geographic region of the Near East has one of the largest workforces in 
the world. Algeria’s efforts to reduce human trafficking remain at a minimum. 
In fact, Algeria does not prohibit all forms of trafficking and often places its 
only efforts on reducing child sex trafficking. In addition, Algeria provides 
little protection for those identified victims of sex trafficking and in many 
cases victims are either deported or punished. In terms of participation in the 
sex market, the United States specifically identified Saudi Arabia and Kuwait 
as two countries in which victims of sex trafficking have been identified on 
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numerous occasions but with no response from their governments (McCabe, 
2008). The government of Kuwait has not developed any comprehensive anti-
trafficking national plan or specific anti-trafficking legislation. In addition, 
efforts to assist victims of sex trafficking are minimum with victims often un-
able to pursue legal justice and, in some cases, victims are returned to their 
traffickers (U.S. Department of State, 2004). The government of Saudi Arabia 
has failed to enact any sort of comprehensive anti-trafficking law and al-
though evidence exists to suggest a significant number of cases of sex traffick-
ing, law enforcement does not put forth efforts to reduce sexual exploitation 
or to provide protection to victims of sex trafficking (U.S. Department of 
State, 2007). Therefore, victimization through sex trafficking continues in 
Saudi Arabia with victims often punished by not only their traffickers, but also 
by the government that may deport them. Finally, it is suggested that victims 
of sex trafficking in the Near East only receive help if they can assist the pros-
ecution in the conviction of their traffickers (Limanowska, 2005) and in some 
cases the victims of sex trafficking are themselves punished by execution.

In this section, it is also suggested that organized crime plays a significant role 
in sex trafficking in the Near East (McCabe, 2008). In Israel, for example, it is 
suggested that as many as 20 percent of the foreign workers are victims of sex 
trafficking. In Morocco, authorities are discovering more and more cases of 
children being sold by their parents to organized human traffickers. In a culture 
with little value placed on women and children and little in terms of legislative 
or police efforts to reduce human trafficking, the criminal activity of sex traf-
ficking continues and, as noted, flourishes. The two chapters in this section 
discuss the problems of human trafficking in the selected Near East countries 
and the countries’ inattention to the criminal activity of sex trafficking.
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The Wretched of the earth:  
Trafficking, the Maghreb, and europe

Sunita Manian

Al Maghreb, which means “the West” in Arabic, consists of the three coun-
tries in North West Africa: Morocco, Algeria and Tunisia. Conquered by the 

Arab Ummayids in the seventh century, who converted the native Berber to 
Islam, the ethnic composition of the Maghreb today is Arab and Berber. Given 
the dominance of Arabs in recent Maghrebi history, Arabic is the predominant 
language of the Maghreb, while Berber, French and in the case of Morocco, 
Spanish is also spoken by various subgroups. The political institutions after 
decolonization range from a monarchy in Morocco to varying degrees of plural-
ism with a concentration of power in the Presidency in Algeria and Tunisia. 

In 711 C.E., the Berber general Tariq Ibn Zyad set sail across the Mediter-
ranean, ushering in a 700 year epoch in Andalusian Spain that among other 
things produced the splendor of the al-Hambra, resurrected the works of the 
ancient Greeks, and fashioned the Spanish guitar. While modern Spain takes 
legitimate pride in the ancient glories of al Andalus, thirteen centuries later, 
contemporary Mediterranean crossings from the coast of Africa is often con-
sidered a far more ignoble affair. Within this context this chapter will high-
light the ways in which social realities such as linguistic hegemonies, gender 
and religion; economic, colonial and neocolonial policies; and political exi-
gencies such as maintaining colonial ties to Europe determine the nature and 
causes of trafficking. The migrants making this perilous journey by sea or by 
other means face dangers ranging from the capsizing of frail boats in the high 
seas to arrest by border enforcement agents of Southern Europe and North 
Africa (Human Rights Watch, 2008). This chapter will focus attention on the 



thousands who attempt to migrate to Europe either from, or transiting 
through, the countries of the Maghreb, especially those who are trafficked for 
sexual purposes and exploited physically, sexually and psychologically.

In the destination countries of Europe, on the one hand the social reality of 
an aging population and low fertility rates create the demand for labor, mak-
ing migration an attractive proposition for those from the nonindustrialized 
world. On the other hand, notwithstanding the economics of borders allow-
ing the free flow of goods and services, the political discourse in the industri-
alized world promotes the notion of the sanctity of borders and a perceived 
threat from foreign hordes. These contradictory threads result in highly lucra-
tive prospects for clandestine networks established to enable migrants to 
overcome border security even as they are lured by the promise of economic 
opportunities in the industrialized world. This chapter will underscore the 
ways in which the economic, social and political interests of the destination 
countries of Europe, rather than the rights of victims, have shaped the dis-
course and policy on trafficking. 

Nature of Trafficking

According to the U.S. State Department’s 2008 Trafficking in Persons (TIP) 
report, trafficking in Algeria involves the transit of trafficked persons from 
sub-Saharan Africa into Portugal, France, Spain, Italy and Malta. Within Alge-
ria many of the estimated 9,000 trafficked persons are forced to work as com-
mercial sex workers in the case of women, or manual laborers in the case of 
men, in order to pay the traffickers (TIP, 2008, 55). Unlike Algeria where few 
Algerians are themselves victims of trafficking, Morocco is a source as well as 
transit and destination country for trafficked persons. Moroccan children are 
trafficked internally for the purposes of sexual exploitation in the sex tourism 
industry (Kandela, 2000) and domestic labor market; Moroccan women from 
rural areas seeking domestic work in urban centers often end up in situations 
of domestic servitude and face threats of physical and sexual violence; and 
Moroccan women and girls are trafficked for sexual exploitation both inter-
nally within Morocco and externally to Saudi Arabia, Qatar, Syria, UAE and 
European countries (TIP, 2008, 186). As with Algeria, Morocco also serves as 
a transit country for migrants from South Asia and North and sub-Saharan 
Africa who enter the country voluntarily, albeit illegally, en route to destina-
tions in Europe, but who end up in the commercial sex trade and/or domestic 
servitude (TIP, 2007, 222). The 2007 TIP report notes the existence of internal 
trafficking of children and the arrest and conviction of 5 Dutch citizens in the 
Netherlands for sex tourism with minors in Tunisia (187). 
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In the receiving countries of Europe the demand for trafficked persons is 
driven by the sex industry where women and children trafficked from North 
Africa and sub-Saharan Africa service Europeans looking for an “exotic” expe-
rience. According to an expert at the United States Embassy in Madrid, there is 
an increasing demand for Arabic speaking sex workers to service the large 
number of clientèle from the Arab Middle East visiting Spain (Personal conver-
sation, Elizabeth Fritschle, May 2008). Of the estimated 18,000 sex workers in 
France, a majority are believed to be victims of trafficking (TIP, 2008, 119), and 
between 3000–8000 trafficked children are believed to be engaged in commer-
cial sex work, forced labor and begging. Within France, Maghrebi women traf-
ficked into the sex industry mostly work in the port city of Marseille (Campani, 
2004). Italy, with anywhere between 18,000–28,000 foreign sex workers, has 
considerably larger numbers of trafficked individuals than France or Spain, 
with an estimated 1,590 to 3,180 African victims living in that country. Traf-
ficked sex workers solicit clients either through street prostitution (as in Italy) 
or clubs, bars and apartments (as in Spain). In France, trafficking victims prac-
tice both on and off street prostitution (Campani, 2004).

Causes of Trafficking

The primary reason for the existence of trafficking is economic, where the 
financial necessities of those trying to escape poverty in the “sending coun-
tries” is matched by a demand for labor caused by an aging population and 
decreasing fertility rates in the “receiving countries.” High debt burden and 
financial instability in the 1980s led to IMF imposed Structural Adjustment 
Programs (SAPs) in Morocco, Algeria and Tunisia, which included measures 
to liberalize and privatize the economy. The consequent removal of agricul-
tural subsidies, price supports, import controls, and the sale of public sector 
enterprises led to increased unemployment in many sectors of the economy 
(Davis, 2006; White, 2007). Simultaneously, trade agreements with EU coun-
tries and the United States of America have led to greater competition for 
Maghrebi producers from imports, while EU and U.S. subsidies, particularly 
those amounting to nearly one billion U.S. dollars a day to the agricultural 
sector deny Maghrebi farmers vital access to those markets. 

In the immediate aftermath of decolonization, colonial ties to France had 
determined the economic and labor agreements by countries of the Maghreb. 
France’s economic interests in Algeria, in particular oil concessions, put Alge-
ria in a better bargaining position compared to its Maghrebi neighbors when 
it came to negotiating the rights of its nationals working in France. While the 
need for labor opened the doors of Europe to migrants from the Maghreb, the 
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presence of North Africans, simultaneously gave rise to nationalistic and racist 
politics in the form of National Front in France and Lega Nord and Alleanza 
Nazionale in Italy (Collinson, 1996). With the incursion of these parties into 
mainstream politics by the late eighties and nineties, the discourse on immi-
gration was no longer framed as an issue of labor-relations, but instead took 
the form of a fear of terrorism and perceived threat to national culture in the 
form of Islam. This in turn led to a tightening of immigration legislation and 
border security at the very time that SAPs were giving rise to an increasingly 
impoverished and desperate population in the Maghreb.

The social reasons that have led to internal and cross-border trafficking 
include discriminatory policies in Morocco against its Berber population, 
such as the imposition of Arabic and the suppression of Berber dialects 
(Aslan, 2007). This, in addition to the lack of infrastructure investment in the 
Berber areas, effectively denies economic opportunities to that population. 
Social practices such as male ownership of property, divorce by repudiation, 
lack of alimony since marriage ceremonies are traditional rather than legal or 
because the women lack identity papers, make women particularly vulnerable 
economically (Sater, 2007; Venema, 2004). When economic crises hit, such as 
the fallout from SAPs, women and their children fall prey to traffickers in their 
desperation to find alternative sources of income. Thus, trafficking from the 
Maghreb to Europe should be seen within the context of colonial relations 
and neocolonial policies such as SAPs and trade policy that advantages indus-
trialized economies over those of the Maghreb; the political discourse in the 
industrialized nations that views all potential migrants as threats to security, 
culture and society; and social realities in the Maghreb that include ethnic 
discrimination and gender disempowerment.

Anti-Trafficking Measures

Among the sending or transit countries of the Maghreb, since 2007, the State 
Department has listed Algeria under Tier 3, downgraded from Tier 2 and Tier 
2 Watch Lists in 2005 and 2006, respectively. The Algerian government is 
criticized for doing little to investigate incidents of or enforce laws against sex 
trafficking even though Algeria’s anti-pimping laws under Articles 342–344 
could be used for those purposes. Algeria also lacks initiatives for protecting 
the victims of trafficking, including lack of training of government officials in 
recognizing and handling of victims of trafficking and providing them with 
the appropriate physical and psychological care. Undocumented migrants, 
some caught in the commercial sale of sex, are deported or prosecuted even 
when they are merely the victims forced to ply their trade by traffickers. Fur-
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thermore, Algeria makes no attempt to use the testimony of the victims to 
prosecute traffickers (TIP, 2008, 56).

While Morocco was listed as a Tier 2 country when the State Department 
first started reporting on trafficking, from 2005–2007 the Moroccan govern-
ment’s efforts to stem and prosecute trafficking led to the country being 
ranked as Tier 1. Morocco’s successes regarding trafficking, according to the 
TIP reports, have stemmed from several governmental initiatives aimed at 
rooting out the causes of trafficking. In 2003, Morocco adopted a new family 
code which abolished child marriages, established 18 as the age of consent for 
marriage, and granted women the ability to initiate divorce; additionally, in 
2002, a 10 percent quota for women in the parliament was introduced as a 
means for empowering women. As a source country for trafficking, such laws 
are key to alleviating the conditions underlying gender disparities, which in 
turn fuel such social ills such as trafficking. Morocco also signed agreements 
with the IOM enabling them to open offices in Morocco, and established a 
bilateral commission with Spain to tackle trafficking. The Office of Interna-
tional Cooperation and the National Observatory of Migration were estab-
lished in 2003 and 2004, respectively, to enforce anti-trafficking legislation 
(TIP, 2004, 199; TIP, 2005, 160). In July 2007, the IOM trained personnel from 
25 ministries in Morocco on measures to counter human trafficking, and 
personnel from several international NGOs on effective strategies for infor-
mation campaigns raising awareness of the dangers of trafficking.

Due to paucity of data little information is included by the State Department 
on Tunisia in most of the seven years under study, except in 2006 when Tunisia 
was placed under Tier 2. According to the most recent information available 
from the State Department on the country, Tunisia does not have a compre-
hensive law that could be applied to prosecute cases of human trafficking in all 
its forms. While Article 233 of the Tunisian penal code can be applied to pros-
ecute cases of forced prostitution, it is rarely used. Most egregiously, the Tuni-
sian government has not put in place any mechanism designed to distinguish 
between illegal migration and victims of trafficking, which often results in the 
latter being prosecuted for engaging in sexual labor. However, in cases where 
trafficking victims have been identified, the government has made provisions 
for the availability of social services, such as assigning “government workers, 
including social workers, to assist in three shelters for abused women and chil-
dren operated by the Tunisian National Women’s Union” (TIP, 2007, 222). Also, 
each district in Tunisia is assigned a “child protection delegate” to ensure access 
to medical and psychological care for child victims of sexual abuse. Tunisia is 
also commended by the TIP report for its collaborative efforts with receiving 
countries of Europe, such as Italy, including joint efforts at apprehending 
human traffickers. Furthermore, Tunisia also works with European govern-
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ments to provide “social attachés” for Tunisian workers residing in those coun-
tries in order to disseminate pertinent information to its nationals, aimed at 
preventing their abuse and exploitation. (TIP, 2007, 222)

Among the receiving countries, Italy and Spain have consistently been 
ranked as Tier 1 countries since 2001. France was ranked as Tier 2 in 2001 due 
to a lack of measures aimed at protecting the victims of trafficking, who were 
prosecuted as illegal immigrants and either incarcerated or deported. How-
ever, in the following year, the State Department cited several initiatives by the 
French government, such as the appointment of an Aide Sociale à l’Enfance, 
who was charged with assisting underage victims of trafficking procure 
medical, psychological and legal aid, which earned France a place in Tier 1, a 
rank that it continues to hold (TIP, 2003, 49). In 2003 Italy, Spain and France 
each passed comprehensive laws that criminalized human trafficking. In the 
case of Italy and Spain this has included imposing jail terms of 8–20 years, and 
5–12 years for traffickers, respectively. France’s Domestic Security Law of 2003 
entails the arrest and prosecution of victims of trafficking, including jail terms 
and deportations, under the arguably dubious notion that this would discour-
age trafficking. All three countries make provisions for granting temporary 
(France and Italy) or permanent (Spain) residence permits to trafficking vic-
tims who help to prosecute traffickers (TIP, 2007). Article 18 of Italy’s Immi-
gration Law stands out as one of the few statutes that allows the victim of 
trafficking to obtain a temporary work permit even if (s)he does not testify 
against traffickers (Campani, 2004; Berman, 2004, 51–53). Preventive mea-
sures against trafficking in Europe have included media campaigns targeting 
the demand side of trafficking, namely clients of sex workers. Government 
run Air France, in concert with NGOs focusing on prevention child sex abuse, 
includes information discouraging sex tourism emphasizing that engaging in 
sex with minors even in a foreign country is illegal under French Law. The 
Italian and Spanish government use advertisements, bumper stickers and 
posters to draw the link between trafficking and prostitution. For instance, a 
campaign in Madrid uses the slogan: “Because you pay, prostitution exists” 
(TIP, 2007, 187). While these campaigns target trafficking for sexual purposes, 
they do not, however, address other aspects of demand for labor. 

Conclusion

Recent multilateral treaties addressing trafficking, such as the UN Trafficking 
Protocol, the EU Framework Decision on Combating Trafficking in Human Be-
ings, and the U.S. Trafficking Victims Protection Act, have emerged in response 
to industrialized nations’ fear of organized crime and the transgression of 
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national borders by illegal migration (Pearson, 2005). Within this construct 
the emphasis remains overwhelmingly in favor of prosecuting the perpetra-
tors of trafficking and/or illegal migration, subordinating the interests of 
victims of trafficking to security goals of the receiving countries (Pearson, 
2005; Zimic, 2004; Pajnic, 2004). Victims of trafficking are often treated as 
such only if they help in prosecuting the traffickers (Limanowska, 2005). Fur-
thermore, as underscored in the previous section, measures to address the 
demand for trafficking exclusively focus on the clients of sex workers, but di-
rect little attention to employers who exploit other forms of labor. Indeed, the 
UN International Convention on the Protection of the Rights of All Migrant 
Workers and Members of Their Families has not been ratified by a single coun-
try in the industrialized world. Lastly, the current anti-trafficking measures 
are criticized for paternalistically restricting the freedom of movement of 
women across national borders.

The Human Rights approach to trafficking argues that the protection of the 
human rights of the victims should take center-stage in any anti-trafficking 
framework. Thus, this approach would eschew the current policy of most 
European countries, which accord temporary visas to victims in exchange for 
evidence leading to the prosecution of traffickers, in favor of providing such 
visas, along with access to psychological counseling and social services, to all 
victims whether or not they testify against traffickers. Furthermore, this ap-
proach argues for treating sex work as any other form of labor, where sex 
workers are viewed as agents capable of making decisions regarding their 
labor, so that trafficking only includes those instances where prostitution 
takes place under exploitative conditions (Berman, 2004). 

According to Berman “trafficking narratives are also immigration stories” 
(2004, 48), where trafficking victims often have a “migration project,” aimed 
at meeting a larger financial goal, and may even seek out smugglers to help 
bypass border security. It is when the relationship between the smuggler and 
migrant turn abusive and/or exploitative that the migrant is considered to be 
trafficked according to the anti-trafficking protocols. Critics argue that a per-
son entering a country as a smuggled illegal migrant could become trafficked 
or vice versa, making the distinction between the two types of migrant un-
clear. The Migrant Rights Approach would argue that the language of the in-
ternational anti-trafficking protocols makes a false dichotomy between the 
two kinds of labor (trafficked and smuggled), and would make a case for leg-
islation that protects the rights of all migrant workers whether they live in a 
country legally or illegally.

Lastly, anti-trafficking policy should remain cognizant of the economic, so-
cial and political roots of trafficking. The current economic structures, includ-
ing bilateral trade policy and structural adjustment programs are stacked 
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against the interests of non-industrialized nations, creating an increasing im-
poverished citizenry willing to take incredible risks to escape poverty. The 
feminization of poverty due to lack of economic opportunities for women 
makes them, and their children, doubly vulnerable in this crisis, making them 
easy prey for traffickers. While the demand for labor in Europe draws migrants, 
increasing restrictions based on nationalistic fears makes the legal movement of 
labor tenuous. Thus, a holistic approach to the problem would have to include 
measures to alleviate the economic and social causes of trafficking and provide 
avenues for the legal migration of labor from North Africa to Europe.
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addicted to cheap labor: The gulf States, 
the near east, and Trafficking

Brian E. Crim

They placed us in a hotel. They had special interest in young virgins. They 
were selling them at enormous prices to rich Arab sheiks for one night, 
after which they were working with clients like ordinary girls. We received 
only a fraction of what the sheiks gave to the pimp. In some cases the girls 
received some special presents from the sheiks. My friend who was 13 was 
taken to a wealthy man. In the end the man asked her what she wanted 
from him as a present. The girl asked for two sacks of flour. (Parrot and 
Cummings, 2008, 14–15)

—Shahnara (United Arab Emirates),

The disturbing account by Shahnara, a victim of sex trafficking in the 
wealthy Gulf state of the United Arab Emirates (UAE), dramatizes the 

plight of women and children forced into the sex trade in a region where 
human trafficking of all kinds is an accepted and entrenched part of the 
economy and social structure. While the vast majority of human traffickers 
are men, the United Nations (UN) estimates that women are two-thirds of 
their victims and girls represent thirteen percent (UNODC, 2009). Of the ap-
proximately 29 million people enslaved worldwide, only 4 percent are consid-
ered sex slaves. However, this 4 percent generates approximately 40 percent of 
all profits derived from forced labor (Kara, 2008). Global sex trafficking 
thrives because the potential profits are enormous, and many nations are un-
able or unwilling to devote sufficient resources to eradicating the practice. 
The numbers of women and girls entering the trade each year range from 



1.2 million to four million (Dunlop, 2008). Despite such wildly divergent es-
timates, it is undeniable that the sex trade is extremely profitable and expand-
ing rapidly because of accelerated globalization: sex trafficking accounts for 
approximately US$12 billion annually, making it only slightly less profitable 
than human trafficking and narcotics (Dickenson, 2006). 

Without sufficient law enforcement, border security, and a cultural sensitiv-
ity to the problem of sex trafficking, no region can improve its record on this 
issue. Unfortunately, the Near East, specifically the Gulf region, is ill equipped 
and often unwilling to address sex trafficking in a substantive manner. The 
dynamics of sex trafficking in the Near East can best be understood by apply-
ing the Core-Dependency model familiar to political economists and histori-
ans of imperialism. In this model, core nations with advanced economies ex-
ploit the labor and natural resources of less developed areas, creating a 
relationship of dependency between poorer regions and the core nations. In 
the Near East, the Gulf States act as the core and the surrounding states like 
Egypt, Syria, the Palestinian territories, Iran and Iraq represents the periphery. 
The periphery states and other developing states outside of the region, send 
large numbers of migrant workers to the Gulf to fulfill its demand for con-
struction and domestic labor.

The Core: The Gulf States and Human Trafficking

The Gulf region has one of the largest expatriate workforces in the world. 
Women represent 30 percent of the approximately 10 million migrant work-
ers in the Near East. A significant number of these women are forced to be-
come sex workers and suffer sexual abuse while working as domestic laborers. 
Anti-Slavery International notes that in the Gulf states, “[f]oreign female do-
mestic workers sometimes outnumber the household members” (2006, 5). 
The enormous oil profits flowing into the Gulf region beginning in the 1970s 
sparked a dramatic increase in immigration from the poorer regions of the 
Near East and Asia. While the Gulf States required both skilled and unskilled 
labor to manage the new economy, migrant women from Bangladesh, Thai-
land, the Philippines and Indonesia filled the incredible demand for domestic 
workers. The new wealth pouring into the Gulf states made employing a for-
eign domestic worker, such as a maid or nanny, an important status symbol 
and a crucial part of “middle class identity” (Anti-Slavery International, 2006, 
19). The situation for the workers themselves is precarious since these women 
constitute “informal labor” and remain an invisible part of the workforce in 
the Gulf region. Under these circumstances, foreign domestic workers in 
states like Saudi Arabia are systematically abused and exploited (Human 
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Rights Watch, 2008). Even the Saudi Minister of Labor acknowledged the 
problems inherent in relying on foreign labor: “I cannot monitor eight million 
households. There is not anywhere else in the world like this, our society is 
addicted to cheap labor and workers are desperate to come here” (93). While 
most women and girls ensnared in the global sex trafficking ring are far from 
willing participants, it is attitudes like these that explain why sex trafficking 
continues to flourish in the Gulf states and the surrounding region.

According to the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC), the Near East is both a 
transit zone and destination zone for human trafficking from Asia, Eastern 
Europe and the CIS states and several African countries. The largest numbers 
of trafficked persons come from Bangladesh and Afghanistan, but women and 
girls forced into the sex trade also come from Europe, Africa and Asia. In the 
UAE, home to the burgeoning pleasure destination of Dubai, the U.S. State 
Department estimates that 10,000 women from Africa, Eastern Europe, South 
and East Asia, Iran, Iraq and Morocco “may be victims of sex trafficking” 
(Leghari, 2007, 112). Some of the illegal migrants pass through the system 
undetected and with ease many domestic workers are forced into the sex 
trade. After being lured to the Gulf by false promises of high-paying jobs as 
domestic workers, some women’s papers are confiscated and fall under the 
control of traffickers, some of whom are in organized gangs. These women are 
soon forced to earn money for their captors in makeshift brothels and often 
face physical abuse. Government officials do not regulate domestic workers 
sufficiently because they fall under the umbrella of the Kafala system of hos-
pitality that delineates a sponsor’s obligation to foreign guest workers, includ-
ing fair treatment and protection. In practice, Kafala results in “a system of 
structural dependence of the migrant worker on her/his employer” (Anti-
Slavery International, 2006, 5). In Dubai the trafficking network is so en-
trenched that new arrivals receive forged passports and visas in the airport 
before reaching their final destination. This scenario indicates that airline 
personnel, security, and immigration officials are all involved in human traf-
ficking (Leghari, 2007, 100–101). With an economy largely dependent on 
migrant labor, what is the UAE or any other Gulf state’s incentive to crack 
down on these illegal practices?

The U.S. State Department’s annual Trafficking in Persons Report (TIP) has 
a tier system that judges countries according to their compliance to the Vic-
tims of Trafficking and Violence Protection Act (2000). The congressional act 
officially targets sex trafficking and modern forms of slavery by requiring 
countries that receive U.S. foreign aid to comply with the legal provisions in 
the act, specifically prosecuting trafficking crimes and providing services for 
victims. Tier 1 nations are fully compliant; Tier 2 nations and those on the 
Tier 2 Watch List do not fully comply, but are making efforts to do so; Tier 3 
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nations are not compliant and make no significant efforts to do so. Of the 
seven Gulf states: four are listed as Tier 3 nations (Kuwait, Oman, Qatar, and 
Saudi Arabia), Bahrain is a Tier 2 Watch List country, while the UAE and 
Yemen are Tier 2. The UAE moved from a Tier 3 to a Tier 2 designation in 
2008 after passing concrete efforts to reduce human trafficking, specifically 
the number of sex workers in Dubai (TIP, 2008). 

Kuwait is a destination and transit country for migrants impressed into 
forced labor and sexual exploitation. In particular, female domestic workers 
are in danger of being forced into prostitution after fleeing abusive house-
holds. Kuwait is home to several disreputable labor agencies that send low-
skilled labor to Iraq as well as to organized gangs involved in the sex trade. In 
addition, the TIP reports that Kuwaiti nationals engage in “sex tourism” by 
traveling to other parts of the Near East and Southeast Asia. Despite passing a 
series of laws designed to punish offenders and strengthen immigration mea-
sures, Kuwait is not proactive in prosecuting cases. Worse, Kuwait, like many 
Gulf States, punishes the victims of sex trafficking through deportation and 
imprisonment more often than the sex traffickers themselves. 

Oman is also a destination and transit country for migrants from within 
other states in the Near East. Specifically, it is a destination country for women 
from Asia, Eastern Europe, and North Africa who are often victims of com-
mercial sexual exploitation. Many Pakistani nationals, both willingly and un-
willingly, travel to Oman before being smuggled to other Gulf locations 
(Leghari, 2007). Oman does not prosecute trafficking offenses or make any 
effort to either identify or protect victims aside from symbolic education 
measures and a labor abuse hotline. There is a chronic problem in Oman with 
underreporting of specifically sex trafficking cases, because many victims fear 
detention or deportation to even worse destinations (TIP, 2008). Qatar is a 
destination for migrants slated for involuntary servitude as well as for prosti-
tutes from Asia, North Africa, and other parts of the Near East. Like Oman, 
Qatar has an extremely poor law enforcement record and devotes minimal 
resources to prevention and victim identification or other services. 

The Kingdom of Saudi Arabia’s lengthy and porous borders makes it vul-
nerable to countless illicit border crossings, specifically near Iraq and Yemen 
(Leghari, 2007, 124). In addition, Saudi Arabia is one of the largest destination 
countries for low-skilled labor and domestic servants from around the globe. 
Additionally, according to the TIP, women from Yemen, Morocco, Pakistan, 
Nigeria, Ethiopia, Tajikistan, and Thailand are trafficked to Saudi Arabia for 
commercial sexual exploitation. Some women in Saudi Arabia were report-
edly kidnapped and forced into the sex trade after fleeing corrupt employers. 
With the Kafala system replacing legitimate legal protection for workers, for-
eign women, especially Asian domestic workers in many Saudi households are 
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at the mercy of their employers and suffer physical and sexual abuse. The 
Saudi Minister of Social Affairs admitted the problem, “Contracts are not 
clear, agents in KSA [Saudi Arabia] are lousy and dishonest. . . . Some employ-
ers treat domestic workers like slaves, some treat them like members of their 
families” (Human Rights Watch, 2008, 22). 

Considered the “Las Vegas of the Middle East,” the UAE, specifically Dubai, 
is a natural hub for human trafficking and remains a destination and transit 
country for illegal labor and prostitution. While climbing to Tier 2 status in 
2008, women from Central Asia, Eastern Europe, Africa, South Asia and 
Southeast Asia fill the brothels of Dubai. The TIP reports that women are 
often recruited to fill legitimate jobs under false pretenses before being co-
erced into the sex trade or domestic servitude. The UAE earned its ascent to 
the Tier 2 category by improving law enforcement and hiring hundreds of 
labor inspectors trained to identify trafficking violations. However, like the 
other Gulf States, the UAE continues to criminalize victims of sex trafficking 
by assuming they are willing participants. In addition, the UAE is reluctant to 
initiate an effective public awareness campaign that highlights the extent of 
the trafficking problem. 

The other Tier 2 Gulf state of Yemen is a source country for unskilled labor, 
children forced into beggary, and women entering the sex trade. The TIP 
maintains that many Yemeni women are trafficked internally or to Saudi Ara-
bia for sexual exploitation. An impoverished nation, Yemen suffers from a 
growing population of street children who are vulnerable to abuse. However, 
the government has recognized the problem, opening a shelter for child vic-
tims in addition to criminalizing child prostitution. The Gulf is comprised of 
mostly wealthy states that rely on unskilled labor from other areas of the Near 
East and the poorer regions of the world, a dynamic that allows for near limit-
less opportunities for sex traffickers. This economic situation, combined with 
woefully inadequate criminal penalties and protections services explains why 
most of the Gulf States are in the Tier 3 category.

The Periphery: The Near East and Human Trafficking

The poorer states in the Near East, not including Israel, feed the Gulf states 
with cheap labor and victims for commercial sexual exploitation. Iran and 
Syria are Tier 3 nations; Egypt and Jordan are currently on the Tier 2 Watch 
List; Israel and Lebanon occupy Tier 2 positions. However, the most problem-
atic state in the region is Iraq. The TIP is not yet ready to assess Iraq according 
to the Tier system because Iraq is still in transition, but the situation is dire for 
men, women, and children in every category of human trafficking. The TIP 
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maintains that children are specifically targeted for sexual exploitation and 
trafficked within the country by criminal gangs and even private orphanages. 
The Organization of Women’s Freedom reports that 3500 women have gone 
missing from Iraq since the occupation (IRIN, 2006). In response, several 
governments banned travel of their nationals to Iraq for fear of being traf-
ficked. Traffickers working out of Syria and the UAE are operating with impu-
nity and will continue do so for the foreseeable future unless the international 
community devotes sufficient resources on the ground and a stable Iraqi gov-
ernment institutes its own anti-trafficking measures.

Syria is a Tier 3 nation in part because of the freedom traffickers enjoy along 
the Iraqi border, but Syria is also a destination and transit country for women 
and children involved in forced labor and sexual exploitation. Aside from Iraqi 
refugees, women from Somalia, Russia, Central Asia and Eastern Europe are 
forced into prostitution and dance clubs. The TIP also suggests that Syria is a 
destination for sex tourism for others parts of the Near East. A protection officer 
with the UNCHR in Damascus stated that it is impossible to comprehend the 
scope of the trafficking problem from Iraq to Syria because “[i]t is something 
that has been quiet because people are afraid to talk about it” (IRIN, 2006). Syria 
is not actively prosecuting trafficking crimes despite sufficient laws on the 
books. Like many Tier 3 nations, the absence of law is not the issue so much as 
the unwillingness to act. Worse, Syria is more likely to arrest the victims of traf-
ficking and subject them to further abuse than to prosecute the traffickers. Iran, 
the last Tier 3 nation in the Near East, is a source, transit and destination coun-
try for women and children forced into servitude and the sex trade. Iranian 
women are trafficked internally because of forced marriages or debt settlement 
and trafficked externally to other parts of the Near East and Europe for sexual 
exploitation. The TIP claims that the Iranian government imprisons, beats, and 
even executes female victims of trafficking. 

Egypt has been a Tier 2 Watch List state for three years running primarily 
because it fails to provide evidence that the government investigates and pros-
ecutes trafficking crimes despite having legislation on the books. Egypt is a 
transit country for women from Russia, Central Asia and Eastern Europe des-
tined for sexual exploitation and domestic servitude in Israel. Cairo is plagued 
with an estimated one million “street children” who are extremely vulnerable 
to sexual abuse and prostitution. The TIP reports that wealthy Gulf citizens 
travel to Egypt to purchase “temporary marriages” with underage girls from 
willing parents and corrupt marriage brokers. Egypt may also host sex tourists 
from around the world. 

Jordan too is on the Watch List for failing to combat trafficking or to em-
power law enforcement to prosecute cases related to forced labor and the ex-
ploitation of domestic workers. Jordan is a transit and destination country for 
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men and women from various parts of Asia impressed into forced labor. As a 
nation bordering Iraq, traffickers actively lure unskilled workers with false 
promises and send them to unregulated worksites in Iraq. The TIP also labels 
Jordan a destination country for prostitutes from Eastern Europe and North 
Africa. The Philippine government banned its female citizens traveling to 
Jordan for employment until Jordan addresses the issue of domestic worker 
abuse. Inadequate law enforcement and selective or minimal prosecution of 
trafficking offenses ensures that both Egypt and Jordan will remain on the 
Watch List for the immediate future.

The Tier 2 nations in the Near East are Lebanon and Israel. Lebanon is a 
destination country for trafficked women from Asia and Africa slated for do-
mestic work as well as for Eastern European and Syrian women involved in 
the sex trade (Anti-Slavery International, 2006). Foreign women are often 
subject to threats and assault, to having their movements restricted, and pass-
ports confiscated by traffickers or employers—all familiar tactics employed 
against women lured to a state under false pretenses. The TIP maintains that 
children are also trafficked within the country for labor and sexual exploita-
tion. Israel is a destination country for men and women trafficked for labor 
and prostitution. Israel attracts low-skilled workers to different sectors of its 
economy, but workers must pay recruitment fees in the thousands of dollars. 
This debt makes workers vulnerable to exploitation and abuse. Israel contin-
ues to struggle with a significant prostitution problem involving women from 
Russia, Eastern Europe, Central and Southeast Asia, and China. The TIP notes 
Israeli women are trafficked internally and possibly abroad to Canada, Ireland 
and Britain. Despite efforts to expedite prosecution of trafficking cases and to 
increase victim protection services, these measures still fall below the mini-
mum standards for eliminating trafficking.

Conclusion

The Gulf States are flush with financial resources, but lack the will to substan-
tively crack down on human trafficking in all of its forms, specifically sexual 
exploitation. The UN, the U.S. State Department, and nongovernmental orga-
nizations recognize that most countries in the Near East have passed legisla-
tion criminalizing trafficking, but none are Tier 1 states. The Gulf is truly 
“addicted to cheap labor” and domestic workers are susceptible to sexual 
abuse. Dubai continues to attract thousands of sex workers, many of whom 
are forced into prostitution, and the brothels in nations like Israel, Lebanon, 
Egypt and Jordan are filled with women ensnared in the global sex trafficking 
ring. Siddarth Kara, a noted scholar on the subject of slavery and trafficking, 
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recommends several international and state-specific measures to address sex 
trafficking. His most dramatic proposal is an international slavery and traf-
ficking inspection force that operates like UN weapons inspectors, along with 
community vigilance committees that are sensitized to the issue and can rec-
ognize trafficking in their own communities (Kara and Stewart, 2009). The 
Near East must simply increase criminal penalties and most importantly, 
launch a coordinated public awareness campaign that stresses the horrors and 
abuses integral to trafficking. A spokesman for Qatar, which is beginning to 
teach the issue in schools, stated, “The issue of human trafficking must figure 
in modern curriculums in order to raise awareness and ensure a secure future 
for our societies.” (humantrafficking.org, 2008) Encouraging words to be sure, 
but so far Near Eastern states are more focused on rhetoric than action.
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In South and Central Asia, the cultural aspects of servitude and the re-
pression of women facilitate the criminal activity of sex trafficking. Inter-

national trafficking, especially the sex trafficking of children within Asia, oc-
cupies one of the largest segments of the global trade of people (Mirkinson, 
1997). This section provides two chapters—one on India and the other on 
Afghanistan—to provide specific explanations to the question of why is sex 
trafficking so prevalent in South and Central Asia.

Many of the countries in Central and South Asia serve as source countries 
for victims of sex trafficking. As suggested, the key characteristics of source 
countries include most of the population suffering from extreme poverty and 
women are treated as essentially the property of their fathers, brothers, or 
husbands. Both of the countries highlighted in this section exist with those 
two characteristics. 

In India, it is estimated that millions of people are trafficked on an annual 
basis. Approximately 25 percent of India’s population lives below the poverty 
line and over one-half of the population are female. Traffickers are aware of 
those conditions in India and utilize these conditions to their advantage (Mc-
Cabe, 2008). In addition, government officials suggest that 90 percent of In-
dia’s trafficking is internal (Banerjee, 2006). Because of India’s historical reli-
ance on slavery, sex trafficking is almost natural.

Specifically, India was built with slave labor. At one time, young girls were 
dedicated to serving the priest of the temples both in terms of labor and sex. 
Debt servitude has also existed for centuries in India along with the caste sys-
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tem of servants and royalty. India is a growing destination for sex tourists 
from Europe and the United States. Law enforcement efforts to reduce sex 
trafficking continue to be uncoordinated with weak networks of communica-
tions among the various police agencies. Corruption of government authori-
ties continues to exist and little in terms of sensitivity training for police in 
working with victims exists. Finally, in India, victims of sex trafficking are 
often punished for prostitution. Therefore, sex trafficking is a logical outcome 
from the social, economic, and historical conditions of India; add the element 
of organized crime and sex trafficking flourishes.

Afghanistan exists as a country with nearly three decades of armed conflict 
and an extremely weak governmental infrastructure. In countries such as Af-
ghanistan, the drug trade continues and is essentially controlled by organized 
crime. As the drug trade and the production of opium have existed for de-
cades, the incorporation of sex trafficking into an already successfully existing 
crime structure seems reasonable. Without adopting comprehensive anti-
trafficking legislation and without cooperation from border countries, there 
will be little in terms of governmental deterrence to reduce sex trafficking. 
With law enforcement either a part of the drug trafficking organization or 
pressed by limited financial resources to maintain law and social order among 
a drug cartel, efforts to reduce sex trafficking are rare. 

From 2003 to 2006, only one piece of legislation was` enacted in an attempt 
to control sex trafficking throughout South and Central Asia. Women and 
children in India and Afghanistan are kidnapped, deceived, or sold for sex 
trafficking. Judiciary practices are conflicted by a mixture of legal codes and 
customary law which often leave victims of sex trafficking at risk for legal 
punishments if they are discovered by law enforcement. Relationships be-
tween government officials and representatives from nongovernment organi-
zations are often strained and communication efforts unreliable. Therefore, 
sex trafficking continues to increase. The two chapters in this section discuss 
not only the growing prevalence of sex trafficking in the region, but also the 
countries’ inattention to the problem.
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Of the 27 million estimated “slaves” [people living in bondage] world-
wide, approximately 18 million of them are in India (Bales, 2005). The 

nation has also acquired a notorious reputation for facilitating the trafficking 
of women from neighboring countries of Nepal and Bangladesh. India is re-
portedly a major sending, receiving and transit nation “for the purposes of 
forced labor and commercial sexual exploitation” (TIP, 2008). While the usual 
trafficking of women and young girls for commercial sexual exploitation 
(CSE) is well known, the trafficking of children for purposes of forced labor 
in factories, agriculture, and domestic help and for illegal activities is equally 
rampant. Moreover, a system of forced labor is another phenomenon through 
which millions of families have been virtually enslaved as “bonded labor” 
forced to work at pittance for small loans that they cannot repay. Receiving 
children from Bangladesh and Nepal and sending women and children to 
Middle Eastern nations is a common occurrence (Sleightholme and Sinha, 
1997). The major proportion of women and children are trafficked from four 
states within India: Andhra Pradesh, Karnataka, West Bengal and Tamil Nadu 
and among the trafficked persons, majority of them are girls lured at a very 
young age. 

While most of the trafficking takes place for purposes of CSE, children are 
also taken away or virtually sold by their parents to work domestically as inden-
tured labor in small factories, homes and shops. A large proportion, especially 
young boys, also fall prey to sex tourists from Europe and North America (in-
cluding the United States) because of lenient laws and abundant child prosti-
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tutes (Bedi, 1996; The Indian Express, 1997). Trafficking and prostitution are 
also related to the growing epidemic of HIV-Aids virus with an estimated 5.1 
million Indians currently infected with the virus. Despite efforts by the govern-
ment and NGOs, HIV prevalence among female sex workers has not fallen 
below 52 percent since 2000 (National Aids Control Organization, 2004). Abject 
poverty, widespread illiteracy and lax legal protection are some of the causes 
that lie behind this gruesome situation. Further, a majority of the victims are 
from broken poor families and socially weaker sections of society. 

This chapter will first describe the human trafficking situation in the coun-
try and then present the efforts of the state, particularly the police to combat 
this problem. Efforts of international agencies that assist Indian authorities in 
preventing human trafficking will also be examined. Finally, the impact of the 
government’s efforts and some of their innovative practices to address this 
scourge will be assessed.

Historical Roots of Trafficking in India

Trafficking in India has roots in three forms of social practices that have con-
tinued for three millennia. Slavery was fairly common in ancient India and is 
recorded in many historical texts. The enslavement of defeated population by 
the victorious kings and their armies was an acceptable practice in the region 
as late as the seventeenth century. Rulers maintained large harems that were 
populated by young women and boys kidnapped from all parts of the king-
dom. The nobility too indulged in this form of sexual exploitation that was 
considered a right of the aristocracy. Slave markets existed in major Indian 
cities and continued until the nineteenth century when European colonial 
powers made profits from such trade. Despite the abolition of slavery in Brit-
ain in 1843, at the end of the nineteenth century there were reports of female 
family members being sold to pay off debts (The New York Times, 1873). 

Another ancient practice that has allegedly promoted human bondage is 
the system of “Devadasi” that has existed for more than two thousand years. 
As a devadasi, or servant of god, young girls were dedicated at puberty to the 
goddess Yellamma. European missionaries denounced these artistic perfor-
mances as vulgar and castigated the women (for maintaining sexual relations 
outside the formal marriage system) as prostitutes (Chawla, 2008). The British 
abolished this system resulting in pushing the practice underground and be-
coming associated with the flesh trade. Today there are still around fifty thou-
sand devadasis in the country and most of them are not practicing the ancient 
customs as institutional support has declined (Reddy, 2002). Most have been 
targeted by pimps who trick them into the red light districts of major Indian 
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cities (Thorold, 2002). The government and many NGOs have initiated efforts 
to assist these women in finding alternate employment (Menon, 2007). 

Another form of practice known as “begar” has been instrumental in push-
ing people into debt servitude in India. Evolved as a creditor debtor relation-
ship over centuries this affects a large number of rural and commercial trans-
actions. A person unable to pay the debt, “mortgages” his family, which 
constitutes a bonded labor relationship that continues till the debt is paid 
(Finn, 2008). These practices have led to the trafficking of children and fe-
males who are forced to work in brick kilns, carpet weaving factories, agricul-
tural laborers and bonded in servitude. Child labor, arising from family debt 
problems in particular has become widespread with almost 200 million chil-
dren working long hours in unhealthy, physically daunting and hazardous 
conditions and are vulnerable to sexual exploitation, with a large proportion 
slaving as bonded laborers (Sooryamoorthy, 1998). 

Even though the situation in India remains alarming, trafficking of children 
and girls from lower socioeconomic background is showing a declining trend. 
There are two specific laws that criminalize human trafficking viz.: (i) Im-
moral Trafficking (Prevention) Act 1956; and (ii) Child Marriage Restraint 
Act, 1929. According to the National Crime Records Bureau (2008), the Indian 
police record trafficking cases under the Indian Penal Code is as follows:

(i) Procuring minor girls for immoral purposes (366-A IPC)
(ii) Importation of girls (previously called “Eve-Teasing,” 366-B IPC) 
(iii) Selling of girls for prostitution (372 IPC)
(iv) Buying of girls for prostitution (373 IPC)

The regional breakup of these data suggest that the worst affected provinces 
are Tamil Nadu, Karnataka and Andhra Pradesh in southern India where the 
Devadasi system was prevalent and so perhaps that tradition has had an im-
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Table 10.1 
cases of child exploitation by Penal code (2002–2006)

Crime Head 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006

366A IPC 124 171 205 145 231
366B-IPC 76 46 89 149 67
372 IPC 5 36 19 50 123
373 IPC 9 24 21 28 35
Imm Tr Act 1956 6598 5510 5748 5908 4541
Child Marr Res Act 1929 113 63 93 122 99

Total 6925 5850 6175 6402 5096

Source: National Crime Records Bureau, 2008



pact upon the present trafficking situation. The destinations of most of the 
girls trafficked in the country are Mumbai, Delhi, Kolkata and other major 
metropolitan cities for CSE. A problem with this data is that Indian police’s 
record-keeping is poor and there are several organizational problems in docu-
menting complaints brought by the citizens. Under the law, a citizen com-
plaint of a cognizable crime must be registered and all crime statistics are 
derived from this registration. Unfortunately, the police exercise considerable 
prerogative in applying this section and many citizen complaints are filed in 
other ways. For instance, complaints of trafficking are largely recorded as 
“missing person” reports which do not come under the scrutiny of supervi-
sory officers and the courts. Ironically, the UN guidelines endorsed by India 
and the United States define trafficking in a more comprehensive manner. 
Trafficking is defined as a criminal process involving transportation and or 
receiving of human beings with means that are fraudulent or deceitful and for 
the purposes of servitude, forced labor and or sexual exploitation. Undoubt-
edly, adopting this definition will display different statistics and a much larger 
number of people victimized by traffickers than reported by the National 
Crime Records Bureau. 

Moreover, a research report (Nigam, 2008) pointed out that the police 
agencies accord low priority to human trafficking issues and most officers 
seem insensitive to the gravity of the problems. Indeed, many times the traf-
ficked women themselves are arrested for soliciting or harassed in other ways. 
The police investigation rarely goes beyond the place where the victim is res-
cued and thus the perpetrators and traffickers escape penalization. Even 
though, there is clear evidence of organized gangs operating in this crime and 
involving offenders like recruiters, transporters, traffickers, exploiters and 
conspirators, the police seldom investigate their links. Police agencies fail to 
coordinate with other agencies across their state boundaries and are disin-
clined to work with NGOs who understand the situation better. Finally, there 
is a lack of effort towards rehabilitation that prevents victims from being traf-
ficked again. 

The U.S. State Department’s annual TIP report (2008) places India as a Tier 
2 nation for the fifth year in succession. Traffickers adopt fraudulent recruit-
ment practices that trap unsuspecting people directly into situations of forced 
labor, including debt bondage. In some other cases high debts incurred to pay 
recruitment fees leave them vulnerable to exploitation in the destination 
countries. Moreover, abandoned in distant places these people are subjected 
to conditions of involuntary servitude, nonpayment of wages, restrictions on 
movement, unlawful withholding of passports, and physical or sexual abuse 
(TIP, 2008). Disturbingly, there are reports of children being forced to func-
tion as armed combatants by some terrorist groups and even the government 
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agencies (Dixit, 2007). The Asian Center for Human Rights (ACHR) also re-
ported that one local government (in Chattisgarh) recruited children as Spe-
cial Police Officers (SPOs) to combat the left-wing naxal groups and found in 
January 2007 “continued practice of recruitment of underaged children as 
SPOs” (2006: 8).

Human trafficking has become an organized crime in the country generat-
ing US$8 million (Global Citizens Trust, 2008). According to Human Rights 
Watch (1995) hundreds of thousands, and probably more than a million 
women and children are employed in Indian brothels. There are well docu-
mented trafficking routes within South Asia, from Bangladesh, Nepal and 
Pakistan to India, and widely within India, particularly to the cities of Kolkata 
and Mumbai where they are taken on the false pretext of marriage or for pro-
viding employment (Coomaraswamy, 2000). Moreover, most of the girls are 
either sold to traffickers by poor parents or tricked into fraudulent marriages 
from where they are transported to the brothels of Mumbai, Kolkata, Banga-
lore and other major cities. A good number are tricked by traffickers on the 
promise of employment in urban areas only to find themselves in brothels. 
These girl children are locked up for days, starved, beaten, and tortured until 
they learn how to service up to 25 clients a day. Some girls go through “train-
ing” before being initiated into prostitution, which can include constant expo-
sure to pornographic films, tutorials, and repeated rapes (Wadhwa, 1998). 
Friedman (1996) states that prostitution in Bombay generates millions of dol-
lars a year in revenue but most of the money is cornered by the pimps and 
brothel owners while the prostitutes barely earn $2 a day. Unfortunately, a 
large proportion of prostituted women in Bombay’s red-light district areas are 
also infected with STD and AIDS (CATW, 2008) which is creating another 
catastrophe in the country. 

Preventive Measures

There are many efforts initiated by the Indian government to deal with this 
problem. The Protocol to Prevent, Suppress and Punish Trafficking in Persons, 
especially women and children, supplementing the UN Convention against 
Transnational Organized Crime (Trafficking Protocol) was signed by the Gov-
ernment of India in 2002. The National Human Rights Commission (2008) 
has stated that this is a huge step forward as it not only prevents and protects 
the victims of trafficking but also punishes the traffickers.

The Constitution of India forbids trafficking in “human beings and begar 
and other similar forms of forced labor” and further prohibits employment of 
children below 14 years of age in factories, mines or other hazardous employ-
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ment. The commitment to curb human trafficking is also reflected in various 
legislations and policy documents (e.g., the Karnataka Devdasi Prohibition of 
Dedication Act, 1982; Child Labour Prohibition and Regulation Act, 1986; 
Andhra Pradesh Devdasi Prohibiting Dedication Act, 1989) and other collat-
eral laws having relevance to trafficking. The Supreme Court through its 
public interest litigation process (Verma, 2001) forced the government to 
form a Committee to look into the problems of CSE and trafficking of women 
and children and of children of trafficked victims and to evolve suitable 
schemes to deal with the problem. Forced by the courts, public outcry, and 
media reports the Indian government drew up a National Plan of Action to 
Combat Trafficking and Commercial Sexual Exploitation of Women and 
Children in 1998. Furthermore, the Ministry of Women and Child Develop-
ment, in collaboration with UNICEF, has developed protocols on the rescue 
and rehabilitation of child victims trafficked for CSE and has developed three 
manuals that seek to establish norms in dealing with the problem of traffick-
ing in the country (http://wcd.nic.in/). 

A notable effort has been made by the UN office of Drugs and Crime 
[UNODC]–India to raise awareness of police, civil and judicial officers about 
trafficking. These efforts led to the creation of Integrated Anti–Human Traf-
ficking Units [IAHTU] at the provincial levels consisting of police, prosecu-
tors, NGOs, labor, health and welfare representatives and concerned citizens. 
A senior police officer heads the unit and oversees intelligence collection, 
maintenance of databases of known traffickers, expeditious prosecution, care 
for victims through collaboration with NGOs, preventative actions such as 
policing vulnerable areas and overseeing public transport terminals to inter-
vene in trafficking situations. Five states have established such units and more 
are to follow. The UNODC has also assisted in the development of training 
modules, standard operating procedures, handbooks and compendium of 
best practices to strengthen the IAHTUs and police forces. Training manual 
for public prosecutors, protocol for victim care and assistance and even a 
manual for psychosocial intervention, keeping human rights issues in per-
spective for police and prosecutors are other useful documents developed by 
this body. A major public awareness initiative was launched in April 2006 
through short films (including the endorsement of Bollywood stars) screened 
nationally that emphasizes the prevention of trafficking, prosecution of of-
fenders and protection of victims (UNODC, 2008). 

The UNODC also provided the IAHTUs with material resources like com-
puters, special vehicles and surveillance equipment to enhance their capacity. 
The IAHTU is part of a program for police training and capacity building 
undertaken by the UNODC in partnership with the government and finan-
cially supported by the US $2.5 million from Washington (UNODC, 2007). 
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During the period between January and September 2007, a total of 96 opera-
tions were launched that helped rescue 716 women including 108 minor girls. 
A total of 1020 traffickers and 332 “customers” were arrested while 466 crim-
inal cases were registered against them (Nigam, 2008). In Andhra Pradesh, 
two of these offenders were also convicted for child trafficking which was a 
first for the state. The UNODC is in the process of assisting other state govern-
ments to establish such special units for anti-trafficking work. While police 
undertake rescue operations along with NGOs, other government depart-
ments immediately move in, to provide interim relief to the victims. The 
NGOs then take over post-rescue care and attention in association with the 
government agencies concerned. 

An innovative preventive action has been launched in eastern India where 
authorities have teamed up with prostitutes in West Bengal’s Sonagachhi area, 
one of Asia’s largest red-light districts, to combat trafficking. In 2008 alone a 
sex workers’ organization rescued more than 550 women and girls from 
brothels and from traffickers (Majumdar, 2008). These results have helped 
differentiate between sex workers and those women trafficked for sexual ex-
ploitation. Regarding the system of bonded labor, various state governments 
have undertaken special efforts to rescue children forced into labor: during 
the reporting period, raids throughout the country yielded 333 children res-
cued and five individuals arrested (TIP, 2008).

Despite these recent and strong efforts the problems of trafficking in the 
country remain acute. The TIP report castigates the Indian government for its 
failures to prevent trafficking and to punish the offenders involved in this 
criminal activity. A singular failure has been the inability to successfully pros-
ecute traffickers and the rate of conviction for kidnapping and abduction of 
women is abysmally small. In 2006, conviction was achieved in only 538 cases 
of kidnapping and abduction out of 10492 set for trial. For the offense of buy-
ing girls for CSE only 3 cases (out of 72) resulted in convictions (National 
Crime Records Bureau, 2008). Despite the estimated millions of bonded la-
borers in India, only 19 suspects were arrested for trafficking for bonded labor 
during the reporting period (TIP, 2008). Regardless of a law banning child 
labor there is no enforcement of it; even as poverty, unemployment and illit-
eracy continue to be the most important factors contributing to it. Given the 
complex socioeconomic dimensions of the problem, improvement in the 
working conditions of unorganized industrial sectors and education of vul-
nerable families is crucial to the elimination of child labor. 

Unfortunately, the challenges before the Indian state to accelerate eco-
nomic development and upliftment of the masses are formidable. Despite 
the recent economic revival and visible growth in the middle class the 
majority of the population lives in abject poverty: ranked 55th amongst 

 Trafficking in India 107



102 developing countries on the Human Poverty Index mark, India has an 
adult literacy rate of 39 percent (UNDP, 2006), an infant mortality rate of 
57 per thousand live births (UNICEF, 2008), and about 26 percent of In-
dia’s population is officially classed as poor—that is people getting less 
than the minimum number of calories regarded as necessary for survival 
(Malhotra, 2008). Although the Indian government immediately defended 
its efforts in tackling human trafficking (a day after the 2008 TIP report 
was released), the challenges facing the nation in alleviating poverty re-
main daunting; it seems unlikely that child labor, bonded labor and sex 
trafficking will end soon.
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afghanistan and the Sex Trade

Michael A. Bush

In the country of Afghanistan, particularly in the southern part of Af-
ghanistan, it is apparent that one may purchase sex either from individuals 

prostituting themselves by will or by coercion. Many of those involved in the 
prostitution of themselves do so as their chosen occupation, however, some of 
those involved in prostitution of themselves are victims of sex trafficking.

Located in the regions of South and Central Asia, bordering Iran, Pakistan, 
Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan, and Tajikistan, is the country of Afghanistan. Of 
course, while Afghanistan is one of the countries heard recently in evening 
news reports as an area with military conflicts and innocent deaths, however, 
there are lesser known other aspects of the country. As reported daily by the 
world media, Afghanistan is a center of military conflict, insurgency, and ter-
ror. The deaths of innocent Afghans at the hands of the Taliban or other in-
surgents or as a result of military operations targeting those insurgents, is 
common. There are other troubling aspects to life in Afghanistan that draw 
less media scrutiny—one aspect is human trafficking. According to the CIA’s 
2009 World Factbook, Afghanistan has a population of approximately 33 mil-
lion people with a median age of 17.6 and a life expectancy of only 44 years of 
age. In Afghanistan, there are high rates of infant mortality rates as well as 
high rates of violence. Currently, in addition to being identified as a country 
with one of the highest death rates in the world (19.56 per 1,000 population); 
Afghanistan officials report an unemployment rate of 40 percent and a popu-
lation growth of 2.6 percent. The United Nations’ Committee for Refugees 
states that poverty stricken Afghanistan has produced over 3.6 million new 



refugees. Therefore, conditions of the country of Afghanistan facilitate what 
sociologists and criminologists call ‘social disorganization’. As revealed in 
Sampson and Groves’ (1989) research on community structure and crime, 
social disorganization is directly related to crime rates and crime rates are 
outcomes of neighborhood ecological characteristics. 

In particular, in disorganized countries mechanisms of social control are 
absent. In countries such as Afghanistan with institutions of social control 
broken, individuals and organizations can no longer perform their routine 
functions. Indications of social disorganization include high unemployment, 
high proportions of transient populations, low income levels, poverty, and 
high rates of migration—all of which are characteristics of Afghanistan. 
Those living within disorganized environments experience conflict, despair, 
law-violating groups or gangs, and little in terms of assistance from legal of-
ficials. In the Afghan towns, all of the characteristics of a socially disorganized 
area are apparent. Many individuals exist on a daily basis with the expectation 
of victimization. 

Along with high levels of social disorganization and poverty, Afghanistan is 
also known as the world’s largest producer of opium. The drug trade flourishes 
in Afghanistan because of the historical and cultural reliance on Opium pro-
duction and is exacerbated by the country’s current state of social disorder. 
Therefore, with the continuation of poor economic conditions, the drug trades 
continue to thrive. Of course, the drug trade is not the only form of criminal 
activity in Afghanistan. As criminological literature suggests, the sex trade and 
the drug trade often go hand in hand (Chaiken and Johnson, 1988). Smugglers 
transport drugs, in, out, and within a country. Human traffickers move people 
in, out, and within a country. In areas with little successful deterrence of the 
drug trade against drug trafficking, there is also little deterrence of human traf-
ficking. What little is known about drug smugglers indicates they have strong 
organizational skills, established criminal and possibly political connections, 
and a willingness to take a risk (Siegel, 1998). Those who traffick in persons have 
similar skills. They must be organized with ties to others in the trafficking arena 
or in the sex trade, and they are willing to take risks for financial gains. Reports 
from the United Nations’ Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC) (2006) provide 
evidence of the involvement of organized crime groups in Afghanistan and 
some of those organized crime units are also involved in human trafficking. 

The traditional sources of income for organized crime units are drugs, 
guns, and sex. According to the Attorney General’s Commission on Pornogra-
phy (1986), most organized crime income is from drug distribution; however, 
approximately 10 percent of their profits are from the commercial sex indus-
try. As sex trafficking continues to increase, their profits will continue to in-
crease. Organized crime employs predatory tactics such as violence and in-
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timidation and results in economic rewards. It often appeals to individuals 
desperate for money with few legitimate options for acquiring it. Many fami-
lies who have women or children victimized through sex trafficking, are also 
desperate for money. Hence, sex trafficking appeals to many individuals living 
in Afghanistan. 

Finally, corruption is an alarming issue which enables traffickers involved 
in sex trafficking and/or drug trafficking to transport victims and opiates 
through local and international borders with ease. With incomes low for many 
public officials and profits from human trafficking high, it is not unusual for 
law enforcement and other government officials to become a part of the traf-
ficking network. In other words, the individuals in the best position to end sex 
trafficking will often facilitate the criminal activity.

Generally speaking, prostitution is the practice of having sexual relations in 
exchange for money or something else of value. In some countries including the 
United States, prostitution itself is not a crime, but rather it is the act of solicit-
ing or accepting money that is illegal (Hagan, 1994). Sex trafficking, a concern 
for many Afghan officials, involves force or coercion to induce a person to per-
form a sex act. Victims of sex trafficking may be held captive, moved from re-
gion to region against their will, and denied the opportunity of escape from the 
lifestyle of prostitution. In Afghanistan, a country with a male literacy rate of 43 
per 100 population and a female literacy rate of 13 per 100 population, the sex 
trade flourishes with increasing concerns about child sex trafficking. 

The Afghan culture is one of male dominance. On average husbands are 
eight years older than their wives. Husbands are placed in dominant positions 
of authority over their younger wives (Clarke, 1995). The wives, in turn, move 
from the dominance of their father’s household to the dominance of their 
husband’s household. To extend this culture of male domination and female 
servitude to the world of commercial sexual exploitation, McCaghy and Hou 
(1988) suggest that the historical tradition of prostitution in Asia is sanc-
tioned by a patrilineal system that devalues females (adults and children). This 
devaluing of females remains a part of the Afghan culture. Even today, many 
women and girls are viewed as property of the male heads of households to 
exchange or sell if necessary. Afghanistan is a country historically resistant 
toward any programs even ones of family planning to support females (Maul-
din and Ross, 1994). Within that context, the victimization of women through 
sexual exploitation continues often with families’ approval and as a means for 
securing economic well-being. 

Marxist feminist theory is often used to explain the unequal power of men 
and women in a capitalistic society (Simpson, 1989). In this view, gender in-
equality is again a function of the exploitation of females by fathers and hus-
bands. An economy of capitalism and the male’s desire to achieve success 
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helps to reinforce the inequality. This powerlessness of women increases their 
likelihood of being a servant, a slave, and a victim. 

In summary, one can explain the victimization of women by human traf-
fickers as an outcome of gender bias in a capital system that creates patriarchy 
and oppresses women (Siegel, 1998). Thus, sex trafficking in Afghanistan can 
be attributed to many factors including gender inequality, poverty, lack of 
internal security, and economic opportunities.

Tier Placement

During the twentieth century, there were several hundred cases of human traf-
ficking in Afghanistan; however, there was no single agency or organization 
responsible for collecting information on human trafficking cases or those 
offenses related to human trafficking. In response to the lack of consistent 
reporting, in 2000, President Clinton signed the Trafficking Victims Protec-
tion Act (TVPA) which established an Interagency Task Force and the Office 
to Monitor and Combat Trafficking, the Office, under the Department of 
State exists to coordinate efforts to reduce human trafficking (McCabe, 2008). 
The responsibilities of the Office include the classification of countries based 
upon their progress in addressing human trafficking. To date, over 150 coun-
tries are classified based upon information they have provided to the Office 
with details of each country provided in the Office’s Trafficking in Persons 
(TIP) report. Of course, one of the first steps toward ending human traffick-
ing is anti-trafficking legislation. 

The classification of countries within the TIP report currently ranks coun-
tries as Tier 1, Tier 2, Tier 2 Watch, or Tier 3. Throughout the last five years 
(2004–2008), Afghanistan has been classified as a Tier 2 country. In 2003, 
government officials in Afghanistan did not provide the Office to Monitor and 
Combat Trafficking information on their country and in 2002 Afghanistan 
was classified as a Tier 3 country. For clarity, Tier 2 countries are countries 
that do not fully comply with TVPA’s minimum standards for addressing 
human trafficking, but are making significant efforts to do so. Tier 3 countries 
are those countries that do not comply with TVPA’s standards and are not 
making efforts to comply. Based upon information provided by Afghan offi-
cials, the country of Afghanistan is attempting to address human trafficking 
within their borders. However, their progress has been somewhat stagnant 
over the last few years with the country officials exerting some efforts to re-
duce human trafficking, though little in terms of country-wide foci.

The TIP report has identified Afghanistan as a source, transit, and destina-
tion country for women and children trafficked for the purposes of sexual 
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exploitation. Afghanistan officials also acknowledge that trafficking of males 
exists yet suggests that the majority of the sex trafficked victims are female. As 
a source country, Afghan children are trafficked internally and to the coun-
tries of Iran, Pakistan, Saudi Arabia, Omen, and Zimbabwe for both sex and 
labor. However, many of the reports that have been released are outdated and 
lacking hard data. This is in part because of the difficulty in obtaining infor-
mation from those involved in helping to reduce human trafficking and in 
part due to the very limited geographic access within the country. Afghanistan 
is a destination country for sexual exploitation for women and girls from 
China, Iran, and Tajikistan and a transit country for women from Tajikistan 
who are believed to be trafficked through Afghanistan to Pakistan and Iran. In 
addition to the economic factors related to the country and the subordinate 
position of females in the Afghan culture, the physical proximity of Afghani-
stan to other countries strongly facilitates its utility in the business of sex traf-
ficking. Historically, laws of migration have supported this advantage of adja-
cent positions or countries. The closer two locations are, the more likely there 
will exist movement of individuals between them. Specifically, although most 
people migrate for economic reasons, location is critical and individuals are 
more likely to move (or be moved) to areas close to their current area. In a 
country such as Afghanistan, it is predicted that individuals will move or be 
trafficked to and from bordering countries such as Iran and Pakistan.

Addressing Trafficking

As documented by Afghanistan’s consistent classification of Tier 2, the gov-
ernment continues to make some progress in addressing human trafficking 
although much work is still required. Specifically, in 2004 the government of 
Italy funded the initial construction of a shelter for child victims of traffick-
ing, and Afghan officials implemented programs to educate teachers on the 
signs of child trafficking and produced brochures on the risk factors for child 
trafficking to be distributed to children. 

In 2007 the Ministry of Labor and Social Affairs and UNICEF conducted a 
public awareness campaign to educate the public on dangers of trafficking 
and resources for assistance. The government of Afghanistan has also recently 
developed a program to monitor the Afghan-Pakistan and Afghan-Iran bor-
ders for victims of trafficking. The government also assisted in supporting 
approximately 400 child victims of sex trafficking from other source countries 
by providing them medical and educational services and reuniting them with 
their families or providing them shelter in juvenile facilities or orphanages. 
Also in 2007 as a result of international pressures, the government of Af-
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ghanistan provided land to the International Organization for Migration 
(IOM) to construct a shelter for trafficking victims. 

Finally, training efforts to standardize and professionalize law enforcement 
are now under way. However, one must acknowledge that in Afghanistan there 
is also a very active and lucrative human smuggling network over the Afghan/
Iran border, particularly in the southern regions of Afghanistan. The Iranians 
forcibly deported over 40,000 of these Afghans in 2008 who were presumable 
replaced by more Afghans being smuggled across the border with some sort 
of consent by Iranian authorities. The point is, formal and informal networks 
are in place and there is essentially no way to successfully interdict at the bor-
ders given the tools currently available. Combine that with the fact that most 
of the Afghans living in Afghanistan see the problems associated with current 
social conflicts a priority, there is still little in terms of progress to reduce sex 
trafficking.

The government of Afghanistan has made modest progress in anti-trafficking 
laws and law enforcement efforts over the past five years, police and prosecutors 
rely on legislation prohibiting kidnapping to arrest and prosecute traffickers 
with the assistance of their victims. However, cultural norms and traditions lead 
to punishment for sexually exploited female victims. Both the Ministry of 
Interior and the Attorney General’s Office have reported that traffickers in 
Afghanistan have been arrested, prosecuted, and convicted. Unfortunately, few 
victims have access to legal services in Afghanistan and judicial institutions are 
weak. In addition, the government reports widespread complicity among bor-
der patrols and highway police. Without specific legislation to prohibit human 
trafficking, Afghanistan’s efforts will remain slight in comparison to the preva-
lence of the problem. Afghanistan must define human trafficking at the 
legislative level, they must train law enforcement officials on the recognition of 
human trafficking and they must educate the public on human trafficking. With 
law enforcement trained and prosecutors educated, Afghanistan may better ad-
dress the criminal activity of trafficking through and within their borders.
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Countries within the Western Hemisphere, in particular countries 
within the Caribbean are globally recognized as wonderful tourist spots 

for entertainment, relaxation, and lovely weather. Unfortunately, along with 
this environment of fun and fantasy is` the underside of exploitation, victim-
ization, and sex trafficking. With the exception of the Bahamas, Haiti, and 
Barbados, countries within the Western Hemisphere have initiated efforts to 
address sex trafficking. In fact, in 2008, Colombia was classified as a Tier 1 
country. However, the culture of fun and entertainment often associated with 
this region is one of the most basic underlying conditions that support the 
criminal activity of sex trafficking. This section provides two chapters—one 
on the Caribbean and the other on Nicaragua—to provide specific explana-
tions on sex trafficking within the Western Hemisphere.

In the Western Hemisphere, higher class status has historically been re-
served for those with lighter skin and for those darker skin individuals, the 
standards for treatment are lower. Specifically, it is expected that the dark in-
dividuals are passionate and always looking for sex (Kempadoo, 2004); thus, 
they are easy targets for traffickers in search of victims to maintain the highly 
coveted sex market. Governmental efforts within the countries in the Carib-
bean are restricted with only a minimal amount of legislative actions to re-
duce sex trafficking. Law enforcement lacks effectiveness (U.S. Department of 
State, 2004). As mentioned in other sections of this text, poverty is a factor 
related to sex trafficking and is also highly visible in the Western Hemisphere. 
As McCabe (2008) discussed, in areas such as countries in the Western 
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Hemisphere with military basis, it is not unusual to discover prostitution, 
pornography, and sex trafficking.

Nicaragua often lacks an effective law enforcement strategy to reduce sex 
trafficking. Government efforts have only recently begun to address child sex 
trafficking but not adult trafficking. Immigration services and policies often 
attempt to address international trafficking; however, without clear distinc-
tions between smuggling and trafficking, sex trafficking victims are often 
unidentified. In addition, in cases where victims fail to cooperate, efforts end. 
Cases involving senior government officials are usually not investigated (U.S. 
Department of State, 2007). Finally, in countries such as Nicaragua with a 
large proportion of child workers, it is not unusual to discover child victims 
of sex trafficking. Many individuals, including recruiters, transporters, and 
parents are involved in the sex trafficking of children (McCabe, 2008). In 
countries where individuals rely on their children to help support their fami-
lies, child sex trafficking exists.

Since 2003 to 2007, over 1,200 cases of sex trafficking has been prosecuted 
in the various countries within this region. Of those cases, approximately 25 
percent have resulted in a conviction. In addition, from 2003 to 2007, 31 new 
or amended legislative actions have been passed to end humans trafficking; 
however, the incidents within the Western Hemisphere continue to increase. 
The two chapters in this section discuss sex trafficking in the Western Hemi-
sphere and the commercialization of sex within these specific countries.
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Sex trafficking is a complex global phenomenon, best understood on mul-
tiple levels and from a variety of approaches. The widespread attention the 

topic has received fairly recently—from academics, media, governments and law 
enforcement agencies—is well warranted and based on a recognition that inter-
national sex trafficking is becoming more common for some common reasons. 
And, of course, there are shared features of sex trafficking wherever it appears 
around the globe: e.g., a connection to prostitution or the illicit sex market.

Most recent studies, though, underscore how sex trafficking and sex work 
manifest themselves in some very specific ways depending on local context, as 
evidence from the Caribbean illustrates particularly well. Moreover, while sex 
trafficking is certainly not new and prostitution is often called “the oldest 
profession,” their global reinvention today is thoroughly new—both postin-
dustrial and postmodern.

This chapter focuses on the Caribbean sex trade, which cannot be viewed 
properly without some historical perspective and a full discussion of citizen-
ship, class, race, and gender. From this wider vantage the Caribbean, by com-
parison to other regions, is both similar and quite distinct. The most impor-
tant distinction is that the Caribbean problem is not so much sex trafficking 
but rather sex traffic, encouraged by strategies to increase revenues from tour-
ism. This point is crucial, especially if the goal is curtailing abusive practices. 
We’ll focus on The Dominican Republic since it enjoys a dubious distinction 
as the Caribbean’s “sex capital” and because it well represents the complicated 
(and sometimes contradictory) characteristics of the Caribbean sex trade.
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The primary purpose here is not just to offer an overview of issues, but also 
a framework for sorting “the facts” one might easily gather in an afternoon 
surfing the web. Unfortunately, sex trafficking and sex work are usually pre-
sented from only one or two angles (e.g., merely a function of poverty or a 
modern form of slavery where female victims are duped, forced, or coerced 
into prostitution). Without question, poverty does fuel the global sex trade, its 
victims are overwhelmingly women, and they are tricked or forced into it 
against their will. Failing to go beyond these observations, however, misses 
more subtle ways that women and the people in their lives may suffer. Such a 
limited view does not adequately address causes that spur the modern sex 
trade, nor give a complete picture of it (including female agency and complic-
ity); nor does it, finally, suffice for deciding how best to address the many 
problems tied to it.

We must, for starters, understand how the Caribbean fits into a fully global-
ized, international economy shaped by colonial history and the region’s proxim-
ity to the United States of America. In absolute numbers, Caribbean women 
(e.g., from the DR and neighboring Haiti) constitute a small share of interna-
tional sex trafficking victims, yet they are wildly overrepresented (relative to the 
size of their populations) in sex trafficking routes to EU countries. This relative 
demand is intimately linked to rising sex traffic into the Caribbean, from sex 
tourists who feed sexual stereotypes and create the demand. Sex tourists largely 
shape Caribbean sex trade practices and responses to them (e.g., any criminal 
implications) and trade on their higher status relative to those providing sex. 
Ultimately, all aspects of the sex trade—trafficking, sex tourism, prostitution, 
and “voluntary” sex work—are powered by such global inequalities. These in-
equalities, in turn, are fueled by ongoing economic and political disruptions. In 
this sense, the existing sex trade is an international security issue tied to other 
such issues: for example, public health as it concerns HIV/AIDS transmission.

Sex trafficking and much of the sex trade is hidden and difficult to document, 
so figures vary widely. The DR, along with Haiti and Jamaica, are notable source 
countries, but most of the women trafficked to the North or other places know 
generally what they’re getting into (in contrast to stories of being duped or sold, 
which is more true of Asia; see Kara, 2009). One reasonable estimate is that at 
any given time about 50,000 Dominican women are engaging in sex work out-
side the DR, with perhaps a third operating outside the Caribbean (Kempadoo, 
2004; USDS). Most Dominicans migrate for sex work within the Caribbean—
working in brothels, hotels, and bars in places like Haiti, Curacao, Antigua, and 
Surinam—or within the DR, typically from rural areas to tourist sites. Haitians 
and Jamaicans also migrate into the DR for sex work. Gregory (2007) conserva-
tively estimates that annually “tens of thousands” of sex tourists visit the DR, 
while estimates for the region run into the hundreds of thousands.
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Caribbean Context

The Caribbean is actively constructed as a “hypersexual,” tropical paradise, 
making sex traffic and trafficking more likely. Exotic black and brown bodies, 
racialized “others” in this construction, engage in casual sex because it’s in 
their nature, excessive sex for them is “normal” and, after all, the Caribbean is 
a place where “anything goes.” Excellent work led by Kempadoo (e.g., 2004; 
1999) relates ways, within this construct, that gender and race interact to af-
fect perception and practice. She emphasizes that what is simultaneously sold 
and perpetuated is “hetero-patriarchy,” a system where dominant, straight 
(white) males rule. Whether from a brothel in Germany or a tourist hotel in 
the DR, the fantasy is that deferent Caribbean women prefer aggressive men 
who dominate them. Ironically, local Caribbean men and the institutions they 
control help preserve this view of women and gender relations for the foreign-
ers who exploit them, sometimes violently. Research suggests that many men 
(mostly from Europe and North America) seek sex from such women in re-
sponse to “liberated” women from their own countries who embody higher 
expectations and more demands (e.g., Brennan, 2004).

Northern citizenship, and the class inequality it represents, also lends an 
inherent advantage in sexual transactions over those in the South (any Carib-
bean country); this is particularly so for whites. Brennan (2004) raises this 
important question: why should so many European men travel all the way to 
the Caribbean for sex when such women are readily available in Europe? Her 
answer: the Caribbean represents a “sexscape” where sex is cheap, unlimited 
male access to it goes unchallenged, and there’s the thrill of class inversion—a 
working-class male reinvents himself abroad as a player with means, gaining 
the power or respect this implies.

Not all sex trafficking is forced or hidden, and not all sex work is prostitu-
tion in the conventional, Western sense (sex acts for money) by women 
trapped into the practice. Historically, the Caribbean combines colonial and 
local, cultural traditions, producing a wide variety of intimate arrangements, 
sexual and otherwise. Colonial plantation systems created social disruptions 
among workers’ families (through sale, death, or migration for work) and 
imposed the social value of lighter skin. High levels of migration, both within 
the Caribbean and to the North, are a long-standing fact. This helped solidify 
matrifocal, single female headed households and led to survival strategies that 
encourage traditions of multipartnering (with men), multiple means of sup-
port (e.g., female family members), and migrating for work. Especially for 
women, who lacked formal employment options, negotiating goods and ser-
vices informally (including sex) has always been essential. Seeking temporary 
sex work abroad is not surprising, and Brennan sees the current sex trade not 
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just as an extension of slavery but of long-established customs in the enter-
tainment or hospitality industries (2004). Thus, generally, South serves North, 
women serve men, and dark serves white. 

The DR illustrates how skin color and race influence the sex trade locally 
and across borders. At sex tourism sites (e.g., Sosua and Boca Chica), lighter-
skinned Dominicans are favored over usually darker, poorer Haitians. Hai-
tians are likely forced to work the streets or local bars rather than more lucra-
tive tourist sites and are more likely hassled by authorities; Dominican racial 
prejudice plays a large role in this. Government-approved agents actively re-
cruit Dominican women using temporary sex work contracts for a legalized 
brothel in Curacao, whereas darker Haitians are deemed unacceptable. Kem-
padoo reports that, since the 1960s, all of the workers in Curacao’s “Campo 
Allegre” are either from the DR or Colombia. Authorities in Curacao, includ-
ing church authorities, ultimately rationalized legalized sex camps filled with 
foreign workers as a means of protecting local women (Kempadoo, 2004).

U.S. imperialism of the early twentieth century helped lay groundwork for 
Caribbean sex camps and the identification of light-skinned Dominicans as 
desirable. Military occupation of the DR and Curacao around WWI estab-
lished a “need” to service the foreign visitors (much as they service sex tourists 
today). The military likewise played an important role in securing U.S. control 
over local commodities, like the Dominican sugar industry. Then, and later—
under the control of the U.S.-backed dictator Trujillo—common sugar work-
ers continued to lead harsh lives of limited opportunities, making migration 
and black market activities attractive (Gregory, 2007). Later, when sugar 
crashed under the weight of global competition, there were few immediate 
options for the DR beyond tourism, and attaching “sex” to the foreign vaca-
tion has admittedly given the DR a niche in the now saturated Caribbean 
tourist industry. In some countries tourism accounts for up to 70 percent of 
GNP, and the tourist sector is estimated to account for ¼ of all formal em-
ployment in the DR (Kempadoo, 2004). 

Caribbean concepts of sexual labor are broad, as are expected rewards 
from a diverse set of practices. Sex work is usually just one part of survival 
strategies—practiced temporarily while engaging in other economic activi-
ties—and women often have some control over sex practices. Sex work is not 
just driven by poverty, but is commonly pursued by women and men as a 
strategy for advancement (Kempadoo, 2004; Brennan, 2004). Most Domini-
can women Kempadoo encountered in Curacao were there either to pay off 
debts or put away some money for starting legitimate businesses back home. 
Unlike brothel-style prostitution (sex exchanged for cash from strangers), the 
primary goal for those servicing sex tourists is establishing several ongoing 
relationships; rewards may be indirectly monetary and based on a developing 
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familiarity or the client’s length of stay. Money may be exchanged along the 
way, or wired from abroad over an extended period, but other immediate 
rewards include gifts of clothes, dinners out, activities in expensive resorts, or 
accessories for children and the household. Locals refer euphemistically to 
“working with tourists” in roles as “hostesses” or “guides;” established rela-
tionships abroad are those with “boyfriends.” Kempadoo cites a study where 
fewer than 5 percent of female sex workers surveyed in the DR and Jamaica 
identified their sexual encounters as purely physical or “just about sex,” pre-
ferring to speak of special friendships or romances (2004: 128). Brennan 
reveals how they practice “performing romance,” speak earnestly about car-
ing for foreign “boyfriends,” and provide men with nonsexual intimacy.

Research by Gregory (2007) and Padilla (2007) concerning male sex work-
ers in the DR (usually called “sanky-pankies”) reveal similar findings: these 
men generally don’t identify themselves as sex workers and seek continuing 
relationships, with the interesting difference that they frequently serve both 
male and female tourists. The big prize, especially for women, is the security 
of marriage to a wealthy foreigner, or a relationship resulting in a visa to leave 
the island for an idealized, better life in the North. In Brennan’s experiences, 
gaining a green card is something of a national pastime in the DR, where 
nearly every sex worker she met was a single mother (2004).

Work by LaFont (2002) and others draws a distinction between sex tourism 
developed to serve men and “romance tourism” catering more to women. Fe-
male tourists find real or perceived romances a compelling fantasy for relation-
ships that usually include sexual transactions but not direct payments for sex. 
Successful “sankies” learn “the performance of love” and are adept at providing 
an intimacy “girlfriends” respond to with gifts, clothing, or money for nonsexual 
activities. In these exchanges, female tourists also count on superior status, 
where white trumps black and Northern citizenship trumps all. Female sex 
tourism turns local gender hierarchy on its head, since women hold power over 
local men used to being in control. Here’s one reason sankies deny their identity 
as sex workers and reset themselves as “players” with strings of girlfriends (Pa-
dilla, 2007). The DR is a major tourist destination for gay men, and sanky-
pankies do provide homoerotic sex for them, but the majority of sankies are not 
gay and many struggle to maintain relationships with wives or local girlfriends 
even while engaging in these practices. In this case, they typically portray them-
selves as entrepreneurs and hustlers getting the better of gay tourists. 

Whether a sex worker is female or male, families and friends usually know 
about their activities, and several scholars speak about the uneasy silence fami-
lies keep (e.g., Brennan, 2004; Padilla, 2007). Frequently, female family members 
even facilitate sex work with tourists by babysitting, providing fashion advice, or 
setting up meetings with potential clients. In contrast to a sex trade in Europe 
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and Asia controlled almost exclusively by men, the DR features “businesses” or 
arrangements in the hands of women. Yet in the Caribbean sex industry, men 
still control bars, hotels, and other sites where sex tourism typically transpires 
and men reap most of the benefits as business owners, taxi drivers, police offi-
cers and other government officials who expect a cut. Brennan similarly makes 
this point: whereas male sex tourists typically get what they seek, female sex 
workers usually don’t (Dominican women complain that local men are unreli-
able, but support from foreign men is similarly unreliable).

Global Context

In today’s truly global economy, powerful countries in the postindustrial 
North continue to look South for cheap sources of labor and commodities. 
Trends like outsourcing, development of Free Trade Zones (FTZs), and tech-
nological innovations like the internet have influenced the Caribbean sex 
trade in several ways.

The latest chapter of development history finds typical Caribbean econo-
mies strapped by lingering foreign debt (roundly encouraged by Northern 
policy makers) and the need to make up for revenue shortfalls in fiercely com-
petitive commodity markets, especially for traditional agricultural exports. 
Lately, the same agencies and policy experts have demanded extensive cuts in 
government spending (known as “structural adjustment programs” or SAPs) 
as a condition for lending additional funds. These imposed restructurings 
curtailed social spending on the working poor even as unemployment in tra-
ditional export industries hit historic levels.

One “solution” was FTZs, where Northern corporations (lured by cheap 
labor and tax incentives) outsource production of clothing, electronics, or 
other goods to places like the DR. This created a shift in employment, since 
Northern companies predominantly hired female workers and male labor 
declined along with export production. The other viable option for expanding 
revenues was tourism, and foreign investors poured billions into it. What had 
been a marginal industry in the DR before the 1980s quickly became its largest 
single source of revenue, eclipsing sugar exports. As with corporations operat-
ing in FTZs, the tourist industry is mostly foreign owned and controlled (“all-
inclusive” resorts, a prime example) and women outnumber men as employ-
ees. It would seem that such trends provide a boon for women, but in reality 
they have helped encourage sex trafficking and sex work for the simple reason 
that the latter is often deemed the better option.

Dominican women laboring in FTZs and tourist resorts (e.g., maids, wait-
resses) routinely face sexual exploitation, harassment, and humiliation from 
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employers and patrons alike. Pay for the long hours—sometimes in difficult 
conditions—is often insufficient to meet a family’s basic needs. Doing sex 
work with tourists, women earn in a night or weekend what it would take a 
week or more to earn formally employed, and they have more control over 
hours and working conditions. Also, they don’t have to be trafficked illegally 
abroad, far away from their families.

The advent of the internet is intertwined with the growth of Caribbean 
sex trafficking and sex traffic. Numerous official and unofficial sites stoke 
the Caribbean “fantasy industry,” feeding the hypersexual construction of 
the place and its people. Other technological innovations (fax machines, cell 
phones, digital money transfers) are likewise indispensable to the sex trade. 
Yet the current commodification of sex and sex work is thoroughly post-
modern, not just because of new technologies but because of the interna-
tionalization of tourists who view sex with locals as just another form of 
consumption.

Rights and Security

Sex trafficking usually brings to mind the violation of the rights and freedoms 
of women and children sold or smuggled illegally and forced into prostitu-
tion, along with other international security threats like drug trafficking, or-
ganized crime, refugee conflicts, and even terrorism. While these remain seri-
ous threats worldwide, they don’t characterize the Caribbean.

Based on protocols established by the 2000 Trafficking Victim and Protec-
tion Act, the DR is repeatedly cited for incidents of sex trafficking and prostitu-
tion, children exploited for commercial sex, and child sex tourism in annual 
Trafficking in Persons (TIP) reports authored by the U.S. State Department 
(USDS). Stories featuring the complicity of major business owners and cor-
rupt government officials who go unprosecuted or unpunished are routine.

After beginning the decade on the Tier 2 list, the DR was downgraded to 
Tier 3 in 2003, and did enough publicly to restore a Tier 2 ranking in 2004; 
since then, it mostly occupies the Tier 2 Watch list. A significant change of 
categorization in 2003—from trafficking “source” to a “source, transit, and 
destination” country—negatively affects the DR’s ranking, since it’s mainly 
faulted in recent TIP reports for “not doing enough” on several fronts. 

Begun with good intentions, the USDS tier rankings have become thor-
oughly politicized and surprisingly arbitrary (at best, representing an incom-
plete picture of sex trafficking and only a rudimentary typology for trafficking 
offenses). Caribbean governments must pay attention to these rankings since, 
directly or indirectly, they can affect eligibility for loans or other programs. 
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But using them to assess progress in sex trafficking or to determine policy is 
fraught with numerous difficulties.

There is no doubt that the DR has serious problems with sex trafficking and 
human smuggling that sometimes involves young children, nor is there doubt 
that corrupt officials participate in the sex trade. Yet women (much less chil-
dren), duped and smuggled against their will, is not the typical Caribbean case 
and partially explains why Caribbean scholars generally give the TIP rankings 
little credence. 

Reports conflate sex trafficking with trafficking for other purposes and 
define “child” by the culturally-debatable age of 18. Actual statistics are rare 
and unstandardized; they vary widely from year to year, partly since numbers 
come inconsistently from various NGOs. Unsubstantiated or undefined 
qualifiers abound (“some are trafficked,” “many children are victimized”). 
There are also numerous conflicts of interest: e.g., it’s in the interest of the 
United States to show it’s serious about holding traffickers accountable, and 
many NGOs doing vital work for which they must raise money are more likely 
to find and count “victims” (women exercising “choice” in “sex work” is not a 
compelling moral tale). Finally, the DR’s officials must show interest in “prog-
ress” toward curtailing trafficking in the same sex trade that provides a sub-
stantial portion of domestic revenue and foreign currency (if also the liveli-
hoods of corrupt agents).

Since most of those migrating for sex work are of legal age and exercise 
some choice (albeit within a complicated calculus of other limited choices), 
the main security issue remains smuggling and illegal documents for access to 
sex markets, but this is more an issue within the region, where illegal crossings 
are commonplace. Ironically, international debt and subsequent SAPs im-
posed on countries like the DR have done two things: made remittances from 
Dominican nationals abroad (including sex workers) more important to the 
government in the face of limited spending, and redirected resources that 
could have gone toward better enforcement of trafficking violations.

The underlying issue is one of worker’s rights, increasingly a women’s issue 
in both the formal and informal economies. Aradau (2007) suggests that pre-
senting sex work as forced prostitution and victimization by illegal, interna-
tional syndicates serves the agendas of certain international agencies, rights 
groups, and governments demonstrating “action” against security threats. She 
calls this “politics masked as security,” since underlying local and global ineq-
uities that encourage the continued exploitation of sex workers remain unad-
dressed. The alternative view promotes a struggle to recognize sex workers as 
workers (Augustin, 2002; Kempadoo and Doezema, 1998).

Certainly the spread of AIDS is a legitimate international security issue. 
Given the sheer volume of sex traffic, combined with persistent want and 
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status inequalities between buyers and sellers of sex, it’s unsurprising that the 
Caribbean HIV infection rate is second worldwide, behind Africa (and over 40 
times that for Latin America). Rates are highest among frequent migrants, and 
Padilla (2007) contends that sanky-pankies’ bisexual activities are an underex-
plored vector for HIV transmission.

Conclusion

Features of the global economy, Northern economic policies, and even North-
ern social movements for gay or women’s rights, have combined with aspects 
of the Caribbean culture to create conditions ripe for a booming sex trade. 
Kempadoo (2004:85) states: “. . . despite national and international efforts to 
curtail, limit, and control women’s sexual-economic activities, sex work has a 
long history and is deeply embedded in social relations. It is thus likely to 
continue [as] an integral part of the Caribbean landscape into the future.” 
Ultimately, persistent global inequalities drive all aspects of the sex trade, and 
policies aimed at its unsavory abuses must concentrate on ameliorating these 
inequalities. In a real sense, sex workers serving tourists still represents the 
North exploiting cheap labor, and sex tourism a type of outsourcing. Depen-
dency on tourism and the lack of other employment opportunities for women 
and men make sex traffic and sex trafficking only more likely. 
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child commercial Sexual  
exploitation in nicaragua:  

a critical globalization Perspective

Mirna Carranza and Henry Parada

The incorporation of commercial sexual exploitation of children 
(CSEC), including child sex tourism (CST), into the economies of tourist 

destination countries is a little understood phenomenon (Kempadoo, 2004). 
One barrier faced by those attempting to understand the problem of CSEC is 
a dearth of local information about its nature and incidence, in spite of evi-
dence of its existence. Moreover, although a growing body of literature sheds 
light on structural inequalities at the heart of the sex trade industry globally, 
including global economic disparities, the prevalence of violence against 
women and children, gender inequality, heterosexism, and racism (Ellsberg, 
2005; Estes and Weiner, 2003; Torres-Saillant, 2006; Vos, 1999), little is known 
about how local realities intersect with structural, global issues to shape the 
nature of CSEC in specific countries. 

According to the UN’s International Labour Organization (ILO, 2003), 
roughly 1.8 million children worldwide are exploited in the multibillion dollar 
commercial sex industry, which includes child sex tourism (Gregory, 2007; 
ILO, 2003). Global responses from governments, law enforcement, and NGOs 
have increased prosecution of CST charges, but CST is still a major problem 
in many regions of the world, including Nicaragua (“Trafficking,” 2005). 

Though globalization research has generated much evidence of the deleteri-
ous impact of economic and trade liberalization on the global South, advocates 
of a critical globalization perspective would have us ask to what extent such re-
search has simultaneously advanced global social activism (Chun, 2004; Men-
sah, Prempeh, and Adjibolosoo, 2004). Critical globalization scholars challenge 



researchers to do research that (a) is informed by the links between global pro-
cesses and local realities and (b) engages in critical analysis of global forces so 
that social justice and human rights are promoted (Yashar, 2005). 

Yashar (2005) argued that because the impact of globalization is not ho-
mogenous, it is best explored in relation to national and local communities 
(in this case, Nicaragua). The simple idea that globalization is occurring is not 
enough to explain many local dynamics, because “questions of place and scale 
[of the effect of globalization] are not self evident” (Kirsch, 2006, p. 6). Apply-
ing a critical globalization perspective to the problem of child sexual exploita-
tion allows for the exploration of why and how local actors respond to exter-
nal forces of global capitalism and neoliberalism (Yashar, 2005). In the case of 
Nicaragua, global inequalities created by the forces of globalization and neo-
liberalism have resulted in increased sex tourism in Central America generally 
(Altman, 2001; Kempadoo, 2004).

 The political economy of sexuality, which situates CSEC and sex tourism 
within the socioeconomic and political contexts that create the conditions for 
such exploitation, is useful for explaining the links between sex tourism and 
globalization (Altman, 2001; Monzini, 2005). The economy of sexuality is 
closely related to the labor roles assigned to countries in Central America 
within the global economy—namely tourism—and to power relations that 
subordinate women, children, and ethnoracial minorities (Bambas, Casas, 
Drayton, and Valdez, 2000; Sabbagh, 2004; Steinberg, 2005). 

The dynamics involved in CSEC within this economic strategy are not well 
understood. Feminist postdevelopment and poststructural thought are useful 
for understanding the factors influencing the social and political legitimiza-
tion of CSEC. In general, when studying the exploitation of people in south-
ern countries, postdevelopment scholars contend that factors such as gender 
inequity, colonial relations, and economic systems need to be examined 
(Brysk, 2005; Fischlin and Nandorfy, 2007; Kirsch, 2006; Saunders, 2002; 
Yashar, 2005).

Central American Context

Over the last several years, government officials in Central America, in col-
laboration with international NGOs and local civil society organizations, have 
engaged in the development of legislation and programs to improve the pro-
tection of children and reduce interfamilial violence within the poorest com-
munities in their countries. Many of these policies and programs are also 
closely linked to health promotion issues, especially the reduction of HIV/
AIDS. However, few results have been achieved to date. There has been limited 

132 Mirna Carranza and Henry Parada



implementation of policies in a manner that can produce significant improve-
ment for children and women. 

Government officials in Central America face many challenges regarding 
the implementation and evaluation of new policies and programs that would 
reduce and eradicate trafficking in children and women and protect them 
from extreme forms of labor exploitation and sexual exploitation. These gov-
ernments have expressed their commitment to ensuring the protection of 
children and women by signing and ratifying international conventions. They 
have also implemented a series of legal framework reforms, including laws for 
the protection of children, laws against intrafamilial violence, and laws against 
the trafficking of people for labor and sexual exploitation. But levels of pov-
erty in Nicaragua (where half the population lives in extreme poverty on $1 a 
day), natural disasters (in 1998, Hurricane Mitch destroyed 40 percent of the 
country’s agriculture and infrastructure), and issues of governance and mi-
gration have affected the successful implementation of these legal frameworks 
to protect children and women. 

Trafficking in Central America appears to involve high numbers of children 
for sexual and labor exploitation. The sex trade is the principal area of exploi-
tation of underage girls, particularly in areas where the tourism industry is 
developing, such as the Pacific areas of Nicaragua. The demand for sexual 
services is concentrated in areas known as zones of tolerance, which include 
tourist areas and ports along the costal areas of Nicaragua (OAS, 2003).

An area of concern that is evident in Nicaragua, as in other countries in 
Central America and the Caribbean, is that domestic trafficking (from rural 
to tourist areas of the country) involves increasing numbers of children. Fac-
tors contributing to the sexual exploitation of children and women include 
gender inequality, poverty, demand for sexual services, misuse of the Internet, 
family breakdown, and the lure of easy money, but the most important factor 
is a high level of poverty in the country.

The ILO (2003) subregional report found that one form of labor exploita-
tion particularly affecting girls was child domestic labor. Although in most 
Latin American societies, children perform activities around the house, recent 
studies have indicated that children employed in households other than their 
own as domestic servants are at risk in several ways. These children are re-
moved from their own families and have no protection from employers who 
may abuse them sexually, physically, or emotionally. In addition, they work 
long hours, engage in onerous tasks, and are fed poorly. 

Research in Latin American countries found that although more young boys 
ages 7 to 17 work outside the home, the participation of young girls, particularly 
those under the age of 12, is suspected to be widely underreported, because girls 
often work in their own or other families’ homes and are not reported or re-
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garded as workers. The relationship between education and child labor is an 
important component. Failure in school, repetition of grades, falling behind, 
low academic achievement, and dropping out of school characterize working 
children, especially the poorest ones (Inter-American, 2005).

Central American countries face several challenges in the implementation 
of laws to protect women and children. The following challenges have been 
identified in Central America:

1. There is a lack of databases for information that would provide under-
standing of child protection needs. 

2. Statistics do not accurately quantify the magnitude of the trafficking in 
children and women. 

3. Dissemination of information to law enforcement practitioners, educa-
tors, researchers, and the community is not done systematically. 

4. Government authorities have failed to use the data developed by 
NGOs. 

5. The trafficking of women and children for commercial sexual exploita-
tion has not been considered a high priority on the national agendas. 
(OAS, 2003)

We believe the research we are proposing would be of value to agencies and 
organizations that work with women and children.

Nicaragua

Gender and poverty are at the forefront of CSEC in Nicaragua. According to 
UNICEF (2003), Nicaragua’s most pressing challenge is to overcome poverty 
and inequality, which disproportionately affect women and children. Nicaragua 
is the third poorest country in the Americas, with an income distribution that 
is one of the most unequal in the world (UNICEF, 2003). More than 50 percent 
of the total population (that is, approximately 2.9 million individuals) are under 
19 years of age, and lack of family and state resources prevent approximately 4 
out of 10 children and adolescents from attending school (Review of Child La-
bour, 2006). Adolescent births account for 1 in 4 births nationally, and approxi-
mately 85 percent of all Nicaraguan mothers are single mothers (Review of Child 
Labour, 2006; UNICEF, 2003). Poor, single mothers may be forced to agree to 
CSEC out of necessity, making it a classed and gendered occupation on the 
margins of Nicaraguan society (Bruckert and Parent, 2006).

The fact that girls and female youth are the primary victims of CSEC is nor-
malized by the general population through perceptions of CSEC as a normal 
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woman’s role, helping the family, or the belief that the victims have a high sexual 
libido (Help Resources, 2005; Nokomis Foundation, 2002). These popular be-
liefs tend to blame victims of CSEC without considering the context in which 
the exploitation takes place or the fact that exposure to intrafamilial violence, a 
primary cause of divorce and separation in Nicaragua, may distort perceptions 
among youth and children who see CSEC as a continuation of what they con-
sider to be normal family dynamics (Review of Child Labour, 2006). Such mis-
conceptions cast CSEC as a choice that often results from a lack of parental 
guidance. Consequently, a primary focus of research in this area should be 
clarifying how gender, oppression, and poverty intersect to sustain CSEC.

Added to the socioeconomic conditions that contribute to CSEC are the apa-
thy and inefficiency of the judicial system, which arguably plays a large role in 
the continuation of child prostitution. Nicaragua has developed many initiatives 
to reduce CSEC; however, these are not systematized and, historically, have been 
largely ineffective (Rojas, 2007; Sevilla, 2007). The Nicaraguan government has 
responded to pressure from international figures and foundations (e.g., the 
Ricky Martin Foundation) and international feminist grass roots movements 
(e.g., the Miriam Association), but the eradication of CSEC is not part of the 
government’s political agenda. Speculation among NGOs and concerned Nica-
raguan citizens is that the government receives such a lucrative income from the 
tourist sector participating in CSEC that they are unwilling to fully support its 
eradication. The fact that prostitution is legal for those 14 years and over would 
seem to support this claim (A. I. Torres, personal communication, April 12, 
2007). The promotion of prostitution for those 14 years of age and older is also 
legal; however, CSEC (i.e., involving juveniles under 14 years of age) is illegal. In 
2004, the government approved Article 203 of the Penal Code, which criminal-
ized CSEC and provided for 3 to 5 years of jail time; in 2006, Article 182 was 
approved, increasing the penalty for those convicted of CSEC to 7 to 10 years’ 
imprisonment (Moreno, 2008). Despite these legal provisions, prosecution of 
CSEC cases is rare (Sanchez, 2007). 

In 2006, under mounting international pressure, the Nicaraguan govern-
ment launched a massive capacity-building effort to educate police officers 
and judges about the nature of CSEC and to encourage the full enforcement 
of the law in CSEC cases. In the same year, they launched a national educa-
tional campaign against CSEC, funded by the Ricky Martin Foundation. A 
24-hour anti-trafficking hotline was developed to provide services for victims 
of trafficking and exploitation. In two months the hotline received 690 calls 
related to CSEC (A. I. Torres, personal communication, April 12, 2007). An-
other initiative, led by concerned members of Nicaraguan civil society part-
nered with local NGOs, launched national campaigns to raise awareness 
among vulnerable populations about potential lures into CSEC, pressure gov-

 Child Commercial Sexual Exploitation in Nicaragua 135



ernment officials to enforce the law on perpetrators, and challenge Nicara-
gua’s tolerance for CSEC (Barrantes, 2007). 

The province of Esteli has taken the lead on several initiatives to stem 
CSEC. Among these are campaigns by Ixchen (an NGO) to enhance the com-
munity’s awareness about CSEC, and public protests organized by the Miriam 
Association (Mujeres, 2007). Efforts throughout Nicaragua suffer from poor 
coordination, communication, and information about CSEC. Government 
officials, who are limited in their roles, are appealing to local NGOs and inter-
national governments for support in the protection of children exploited 
through CSEC, but local NGOs generally fail to effectively engage and em-
power vulnerable communities (Moreno, 2008). 

In this context, it can be argued that the global dynamics of tourism have 
resulted in a sex industry that is needed by families who have few other op-
portunities to survive and escape from poverty, both locally and on a national 
scale (Brennan, 2004; Pruitt and LaFont, 1995). In some areas of Nicaragua, 
the sex trade is the only work available, and in some cases it has become a 
labor role through which citizens are able to recognize themselves as having a 
productive value (Reporte de la Explotación, 2005). The sex trade is not only 
an activity of the participants, but it becomes, in part, how the participants 
make sense of their identity and significance to their family and community 
(Brennan, 2004). 

O’Connell (2005) used a poststructural frame to argue that we need to 
recognize children as unique agents in order to grasp the complexity of the 
links between the sex trade and risk factors such as poverty, neglect, abuse, 
homophobia, and racism. This perspective will allow us to explore the nature, 
causes, and meaning of diversity in the children’s sexual oppression. 

To deal with the social category of child as a monolithic, homogenous 
group may result in overlooking the realities of many of these children’s lived 
experiences in different countries and societies. Because the engagement of 
global forces, the relations of people transnationally, and the subject location 
of citizens is not decided a priori, both the local assumptions shaping the sex 
trade and the global forces that make it possible are open to analysis. It is 
imperative that an approach to the study of CSEC be taken that allows for the 
examination of the forces of global relations, empirically at the local level, in 
order to better understand the actors involved and the power relationships 
that are at play (Radcliffe, 2001). 

As we have argued, CSEC and CST are issues that must be understood as 
products of both local and global factors. CSEC is part of a global phenom-
enon in which Canadians are implicated and for which Canada must accept 
social responsibility. In fact, Canadians are considered to be the third largest 
consumers of sex tourism (Brennan, 2004; Gregory, 2007). Canada has 
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taken steps toward eradicating CSEC, such as Criminal Code provisions al-
lowing for the arrest and prosecution of Canadians in Canada for CST-re-
lated offenses committed in foreign countries (Foreign Affairs, 2007). Re-
ports and accounts in the international literature help to shape our 
understanding of the context within which CSEC is occurring, but it is also 
crucial that data collection be done on site, so that we can understand what 
is actually happening on the ground. We do not know enough about the 
individual children involved in CSEC in Nicaragua (e.g., their age, back-
ground, sex, health status, education level, and history of abuse and neglect) 
to understand why foreign tourists consider such children legitimate sexual 
objects. A necessary first step in understanding such dynamics is the assess-
ment of the incidence of CSEC and gaining a better picture of the children 
involved (Flisher, 2005; Jejeebhoy and Bott, 2005). 

Factors affecting the incidence of CSEC should be carefully considered 
within the local realities of each country. The dynamics of child exploitation 
in Nicaragua is qualitatively different from that in other countries (See Table 
1). Within this context, the demand and the kind of demand that emerges is 
important. For example, anecdotal evidence suggests that Nicaraguan boys are 
taken to Costa Rica and girls are taken to El Salvador and the tourism areas of 
Nicaragua (Informe, 2007). 

However, little is known about the characteristics of the perpetrator, that is, 
the man who seeks out children for sexual pleasure and feelings of power. In 
addition, the fact that Nicaragua was involved in a cruel and lengthy war, as 
well as issues of race and ethnicity (among others), need to be included in the 
analysis of factors impacting CSEC. 

Conclusions

Concerned members of Nicaraguan civil society and feminist grassroots orga-
nizations are pressuring the Nicaraguan government to fully enforce Articles 
203 and 182 of the penal code. NGOs are working at full capacity to develop 
the necessary protocols and practices to effectively deal with CSEC. However, 
CSEC cannot be eradicated without the support of the international commu-
nity (e.g., holding citizens of all countries fully accountable for crimes com-
mitted against children in foreign lands, providing financial resources to 
grassroots movements and local NGOs in developing countries) and the sup-
port of the Nicaraguan government to fully enforce the existing laws and to 
allocate the necessary resources (e.g., human resources and infrastructures). 
Otherwise the sexual commodification of the bodies of vulnerable children 
will continue to prevail.
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There is a need for research that addresses the global inequalities created by 
the forces of neoliberalism and globalization in increasing sex tourism across 
the globe. The utilization of a critical globalization perspective that would 
advance global social activism is also essential (Chun, 2004; Mensah et al., 
2004). 
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In 2004, Bales reported that over 200,000 individuals were enslaved as 
prostitutes and that approximately 25 percent of these individuals have 

been trafficked into the United States for sex work. Poulin (2003) suggested 
that the reality now facing the United States is that the sex industry is begin-
ning to occupy a central position in the economics of the country. Finally, 
Hughes, in her 2001 study of sex trafficking within U.S. borders estimated that 
the United States is increasingly engaged in the sex trafficking of women and 
children. In response, the United States has been a global leader in the war 
against human trafficking. From a legal perspective, the United States has 
provided model legislation and minimum standards to ensure that victimiza-
tion by the hands of traffickers ends. Canada has also been recognized for its 
efforts to reduce human trafficking, and Mexico, because of its close ties with 
the United States, has recently announced that it will also improve efforts to 
reduce both sex and labor trafficking. However, there are those researchers 
and government officials that suggests the countries in North America are 
only scratching the surface of the problem and question the utility of North 
America’s efforts to end this form of victimization when conditions on vic-
tims’ rights within those conditions are less than desirable. This section pro-
vides three chapters—one on the United States, one on Canada, and one on 
Mexico—in an attempt to discuss efforts to reduce sex trafficking within 
North America and to identify gaps in implemented actions.

The United States, although responsible for the classification of countries 
within their established tier system, does not classify itself. The U.S. govern-
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ment acknowledges that its country is a source and destination country for 
thousands of victims of sex trafficking and placed approximately $27 million 
in 2006 for domestic anti-trafficking efforts (U.S. Department of State, 2007). 
The United States prohibits all forms of human trafficking through criminal 
statutes and all 50 states enforce some sort of legislation prohibiting victim-
ization through trafficking (McCabe, 2008). However, efforts are still required 
to assure cooperation between the United States and Canada and the United 
States and Mexico.

Canada is primarily a destination and transit country for sex trafficking. 
Although border control efforts in Canada have had a significant impact on 
cases of sex trafficking, efforts to control trafficking within the country have 
not been focused. Victims in Canada are eligible for assistance in terms of 
temporary residence in the country although critics claim that the complexity 
of the process has prevented most victims from requesting assistance (U.S. 
Department of State, 2004). Canada has been classified as a Tier 1 country 
because of its efforts to reduce sex trafficking. Law enforcement efforts are 
standardized, however, limitations exist in terms of efforts to coordinate ar-
rest, prosecution, and conviction. 

Mexico’s efforts to end sex trafficking are mixed. National commitments 
are limited as the United States continues to request assistance with cross-
border illegal migration. Mexico claims to support ant-trafficking policies to 
end human trafficking. Mexico has been classified as a Tier 2 country, how-
ever, legislative efforts have recently been enacted to reduce sex trafficking; 
however, little in terms of progress has been made in Mexico to assist victims 
of sex trafficking. 

The three chapters in this section discuss reducing sex trafficking from 
each country’s perspective and controlling sex trafficking as a result of coop-
erative efforts among the United States, Canada, and Mexico. Despite their 
efforts to reduce the incidents of human trafficking and the fact that the 
United States does not rank itself in the tier classification system, all three 
countries serve as source, transit, or destination countries for victims of sex 
trafficking.
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14

Sex Trafficking in the united States

Kimberly A. McCabe

The United States of America is referred to as the land of the free. It is 
the country of opportunity. It is the country of advancements to en-

sure a better quality of life. How is the United States also a destination 
country for sex trafficking? Tiefenbrun (2002) and Miller, Decker, Silver-
man, and Raj (2007) suggest that approximately 50,000 of women and 
children are sex trafficked into the United States. The U.S. government 
reports that the number of individuals sex trafficked into the United States 
is lower than 50,000 although officials acknowledge that sex trafficking is 
the most common reason for human trafficking in this country (McCabe, 
2008). Experts in the field of sex trafficking suggest that the movement of 
these victims may be on an individual or group basis and that these move-
ments are usually based on relationships between the traffickers and 
brothel operators (Richard, 1999) and that victims of sex trafficking have 
mortality rates 40 times higher than the national average (Chesler, 1994). 
These victims are exposed to serious health risks such as physical violence 
and sexually transmitted diseases as well as the conditions related to their 
confinement (Sulaimanova, 2006).

The reality now facing the United States is that the sex industry now 
occupies a central position in the development of national and interna-
tional capitalism and those engineering the sex trafficking of individuals 
now often occupy some of the highest wealth strata in foreign source 
countries (Poulin, 2003). In addition and also, not often recognized in 
cases of sex trafficking in U.S. reports are those victims born in the United 



States and trafficked throughout the country without crossing national 
borders.

It is estimated that profits from sex trafficking may be as high as $12 bil-
lion annually following only the criminal activities of drug trafficking and 
weapons trading. Raymond and Hughes, in their 2001 study of sex traffick-
ing within U.S. borders, estimate the profits at $7 billion annually and sug-
gest that this estimate is conservative as the U.S. population increasingly 
engages in sex trafficking. As is the case for any sort of human trafficking or 
organized criminal activity, it is acknowledged that sex trafficking is an ac-
tivity that does not lend itself to the openness required for accuracy in re-
porting (Schauer and Wheaton, 2006).

Historical documentation of sex trafficking in the United States is limited; 
however, it is known that in the 1980s globalization and technology made the 
movement of victims across national borders much easier. It is also known 
that organizations to help fight sex trafficking have only existed for about 30 
years (Guinn and Steglich, 2003). In this era of civil rights and civil liberties, 
it is hard for many Americans to believe that sex trafficking can occur and that 
it does occur within the United States.

Most human trafficking organizations in the United States are small 
units of one to five individuals who identify, transport, house, and prosti-
tute the victims of sex trafficking (Raymond and Hughes, 2001). However, 
in some cases of international trafficking into the U.S., larger criminal 
networks of more than 50 people may be involved (McCabe, 2008). It is 
noted that although 50 individuals do not prostitute the victims, there are 
many public and private actors involved in the process of sex trafficking. 
Thus, the network of recruiters, transporters, and pimps may be quite 
large, especially when one includes those public actors providing false 
documents for immigration officials at country borders, those private ac-
tors who provide the clients access to the victims, and the public actors 
(e.g., social service aids, law enforcement officers, and immigration offi-
cials) who ignore the criminal activity (Guinn and Steglich, 2003). Just 
recently the Associated Press (2009) reported that traffickers often place 
members of their criminal network in the applicant pool for sensitive bor-
der protection positions.

In considering the rates by which these international individuals are 
transported into the United States, Somerset (2004) suggested that both 
women and children are trafficked throughout Europe and into the United 
States via Heathrow and Gatwick airports in London or from England, 
through Scotland, into Canada, and into the United States. In addition, Jal-
sevac (2006) suggests that Canada also supplies sex trafficking victims for 
the United States. 
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Explaining U.S. Sex Trafficking

In attempting to explain how sex trafficking can occur, the explanation can 
be traced to the founding ideas of Lee’s (1966) push–pull theory of migra-
tion. Specifically, just as with immigration in general, there are characteris-
tics of a host country that push its natives out and conditions of the destina-
tion country that pull the immigrants in. One common method of recruiting 
women for sex trafficking is by placing an advertisement in local newspapers 
for nannies or waitresses in the United States. Once the women have been 
recruited, they are transported to the United States, where their travel docu-
ments are confiscated and they are imprisoned by their traffickers and 
forced to pay off their “debts,” which include the costs of their transporta-
tion, food, clothing, and shelter (Bell, 2001). The Sun Media (2007) suggests 
that new victims of sex trafficking may be pimped for up to $10,000 per 
weekend in the United States, which is definite incentive for those traffickers 
in the United States.

To increase the likelihood of exploitation, those involved in the day-to-
day operations of the mail-order bride business may also be instigators of 
sex trafficking in the United States. Cullen (2002) reports that mail-order 
brides often become trapped in an environment of slavery and prostitu-
tion. In particular, a young woman who wishes to leave the poverty and 
inequality of her home country may choose to become a mail-order bride 
to an American man as American men are increasingly using international 
matchmaking agencies or mail-order bride catalogs to find a spouse (Mc-
Cabe, 2008). Unfortunately, though these mail-order bride businesses are 
considered legitimate, they are essentially unregulated, with neither the 
brides nor the grooms screened for criminal histories. In 1999, Immigra-
tion and Naturalization Services (INS) reported that there were more than 
200 mail-order bride agencies operating in the United States and that be-
tween 4,000 and 6,000 women were entering the country each year as po-
tential brides. In the last decade, this number has increased (McCabe). 
Unfortunately for these victims, the love and security of a home are not the 
outcomes. In fact, these women are often perceived as disposable or re-
placeable by their new husbands. Mail-order bride brokers are not consid-
ered traffickers, but they are regarded as frauds in not disclosing all the 
facts. These brokers may be liable as traffickers (Miller and Stewart, 1998). 
The brides who enter the United States for marriage may eventually be-
come slaves.

Spousal prostitution is also related to sex trafficking. McCabe’s (2007a) 
phrase spousal prostitution describes the phenomenon of husbands receiving 
money from individuals in exchange for sex with their wives. In this form of 
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organized prostitution, the husband serves as the pimp for his wife. The wife, 
lacking the labor skills or education for a profitable occupation within the 
United States, must engage in prostitution to earn money for her husband’s 
household. Of course, this is not the situation assumed to exist by the young 
women who agree to become mail-order brides; however, some mail-order 
brides do become victims of spousal prostitution. Some victims of spousal 
prostitution are forced to participate in sexual activities by their husbands and 
moved throughout the country (against their will) to avoid detection and to 
provide the financial means of survival for their husbands. 

The link between prostitution and sex trafficking is always an aspect to 
consider when attempting to explain sex trafficking. In addition, sex tours and 
sex rings are often involved with sex trafficking (Brown, 1999). McCabe 
(2003) uses the phrase sex ring to describe a situation in which two or more 
offenders are simultaneously involved in the sexual exploitation of several 
victims. The phrase sex tour entails the rotation of victims through geographic 
locations for sexual exploitation. Sex tours are usually thought to exist in loca-
tions outside of the United States as it is difficult to believe they also exist 
within the United States (McCabe, 2008). Sex rings and sex tours are both 
related to sex trafficking in that victims, for this discussion women and chil-
dren, are rotated or passed from abuser to abuser; thus, they are victimized 
repeatedly without the option to end the sexual exploitation.

Finally, emerging entrepreneurs in the area of sexual exploitation are 
those who utilize film and the Internet. This is the newest avenue for vic-
tims of sex trafficking, as often the perpetrators of sex trafficking will 
“employ” individuals in video production depicting the sexual exploita-
tion of individuals (Taylor and Jamieson, 1999). Of course, these victims 
receive little or no compensation. Although it is illegal to distribute many 
of their pornographic and sadistic films over the Internet, law enforce-
ment and Internet service providers (ISPs) rarely monitor these activities, 
and unless an illegal activity is discovered through a screen by the ISP or 
a report to law enforcement, the activity continues. In summary, North 
America, and in particular the United States, is the most reported destina-
tion region for sex trafficking (Kangaspunta, 2006). Whether this phe-
nomenon is a result of spousal prostitution, of a decision to seek employ-
ment in the United States, or of the mail-order bride industry, the victims 
of sex trafficking are transported (or smuggled) to the United States and 
throughout the country for the purpose of sexual activity. Without the 
English skills to request help from law enforcement or social services, and 
with the fear of U.S. authorities instilled in them by either their captors or 
their home country, the victims are forced to participate in sexual exploi-
tation throughout the country.
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Offenders

In the United States and other countries, there are two distinct categories of 
offenders. The first includes those offenders (or traffickers) who make avail-
able human beings for sex trafficking—the individuals who recruit (or kid-
nap) the victims, the individuals who transport those victims to and through-
out the United States, and the individuals who foster the sexual abuse of the 
victims. The second category comprises the customers who pay to abuse the 
victims. In this category, discussions of offenders must acknowledge their ra-
tionale to participate in and pay for sexual exploitation. In the area of sex 
trafficking, little research exists on anyone other than the victim involved or 
abused in the sex trafficking, and much of that information is based on very 
small samples (Raymond, 2004).

In the United States, the sex trafficking of women is primarily accomplished 
through crime rings and criminal networks. Some of these crime rings are 
exclusively involved in human trafficking and some are involved in a number 
of diversified criminal activities (Kangaspunta, 2006). Those involved exclu-
sively in human trafficking are more likely to be organized around a core 
group (McCabe, 2008). In this organizational structure, a small number of 
individuals form a relatively tight and structured core group. Around this 
small core is a larger group of associated individuals and around this group of 
associated individuals are a larger number of peripheral players. In terms of 
the organizational structure of criminal networks involving diversified crimi-
nal activities, a hierarchically structured organization exists and is character-
ized by distinct lines of control and responsibility (Kangaspunta, 2006). In 
this organizational structure, there exists a single leadership structure and a 
strong sense of identity and responsibilities in terms of criminal actions. Re-
gardless of the structure, there are large, medium, and small criminal net-
works involved in the sex trafficking of women (Bertone, 2000). Specifically, 
large-scale networks recruit women in what appear to be legal ways, such as 
posing as employment agency employees with national and international 
contacts to identify nannies for work in the United States. The medium-scale 
networks, thought most often to exist for entry into the United States, traffic 
women from country to country, and the small-scale organized crime net-
works traffic women on the basis of requests for certain types of women from 
brothel owners (Bertone, 2000).

Those involved in sex trafficking work under the same models as drug traf-
ficking or weapons trafficking. Individuals involved in sex trafficking are often 
identified only through gatekeepers in the industry. Those involved in the 
trafficking of individuals for sex guard themselves against authorities in im-
migration, in law enforcement, and in social services. The network of traffick-
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ers is quite often small and the leaking of information is unlikely. In larger 
networks for sex trafficking, members of the organization rarely know all of 
the players; hence, identification of a large number of specific individuals is 
unlikely. In fact, in large organizations for sex trafficking, individual members 
may know only one or two other members (only those with whom they have 
direct contact); therefore, identification of all of the offenders is impossible 
(McCabe, 2008). In these conditions, and given the fact that traffickers will 
resort to extreme violence in controlling their workers and the information 
obtained through those workers, it is difficult to identify the actual partici-
pants within the criminal network (Raymond and Hughes, 2001). 

Challenges to Reducing Sex Trafficking in the United States

As with any sort of illegal activity, there are always multiple explanations for 
the phenomenon. The sex trafficking of individuals is not unique in this re-
spect. Sex trafficking is a multibillion-dollar industry that has what seems to 
be an endless supply of women ready to be used for profit (Farr, 2004) and 
consumers in the United States want, and will pay for, exotic bodies from 
other countries (Poulin, 2003).

Investigative challenge is another aspect fueling the problem of sex traffick-
ing in the United States. Not only are resources limited for law enforcement, 
but they are also limited for prosecutors, and with little experience in the area 
of sex trafficking, many prosecutors will attempt to settle cases through pleas 
instead of trials. As discussed, law enforcement officials rarely receive a report 
of sex trafficking, and many are unable to distinguish these cases from cases 
of prostitution; therefore, without the recognition of victims and the victims’ 
willingness to report, sex trafficking continues.

Limited penalties for those convicted of sex trafficking is yet another reason 
to expect increases in the incidents of sex trafficking in the United States. In 
comparing a case of human trafficking with a case of drug trafficking, the 
maximum sentence for slavery is perhaps ten years whereas distributing a kilo 
of heroin could mean a life sentence (Richard, 1999).

In addition, many of the women who are victims of sex trafficking in the 
United States did not enter the country legally. Unfortunately, it has been 
the case that these women were often penalized by immigration officials and 
removed from the country rather than assisted by social services (Tiefen-
brun, 2002). 

Finally, one cannot also underestimate the impact of the Internet in the 
transnational and national trafficking of people for sexual exploitation, as it is 
not uncommon for traffickers to be found with filming equipment and com-
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puters to create and sell pornography (McGinnis, 2004). Researchers are just 
beginning to recognize the role played by the World Wide Web in the covert 
or overt advertising of specific sexual services as there exists few systematic 
approaches to investigating the specific Internet marketplaces of this new 
cyber-trade (Taylor and Jamieson, 1999).

Many police and governmental organizations are now focusing on the 
Internet, the World Wide Web, and digital television to identify and pursue 
cases of sex trafficking (Taylor and Jamieson, 1999). However, with limited 
law enforcement resources and training to address the Internet and its mul-
tiple avenues into criminal activity, cases of sex trafficking via the Internet 
are also expected to continue, and the number is expected to increase at a 
much faster rate than the number of law enforcement or governmental 
regulatory agencies.

The United States is among the top three destinations for sex traffickers 
globally. Women are trafficked into the sex industry of the United States with 
promises of lucrative jobs only to be sold into brothels or to strip clubs. Along 
with Japan and Australia, the United States is the land of victimization for 
those exploited through sex trafficking.

U.S. Responses to Sex Trafficking

During the twentieth century, there was no single department or agency re-
sponsible for collecting data on human trafficking or those offenses relating 
to trafficking. In 1998, the U.S. government estimated that between 45,000 
and 50,000 people were trafficked into the United States annually (U.S. De-
partment of Justice, 2004). Surprisingly, it was not public opinion or human 
rights groups but big business concerns about labor competition that 
prompted the awareness of human trafficking in this country (Bales, 2004). 
Competition and the notion that employers with trafficked employees could 
complete the work at a fraction of the cost pressed the capitalist system of the 
United States to begin efforts to eliminate human trafficking. By 2003, the U.S. 
Department of Justice estimated that between 18,000 and 20,000 individuals 
were trafficked into the United States.

After Secretary of State Colin Powell announced that monies acquired 
through human trafficking were used to support the 9/11 hijackers while they 
lived in this country, public opinion and government efforts began to ac-
knowledge the phenomenon. Legislative and police efforts were initiated to 
recognize human trafficking as not only a humanitarian interest but also an 
issue of national security. The 2000 Trafficking Victims Protection Act (here-
after TVPA) established the Office to Monitor and Combat Trafficking in 
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Persons, in Washington, DC. In February 2002, President Bush signed an Ex-
ecutive Order to establish an Interagency Task Force to include the secretary 
of state, the attorney general, the secretary of labor, the secretary of health and 
human services, and the director of the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA). 
The 2000 TVPA was amended and signed by President George W. Bush in 
2003 as the Trafficking Victims Protection Reauthorization Act (TVPRA), 
which mandated responsibilities and duties regarding human trafficking to 
federal agencies, including the Department of State, the Department of Labor, 
and the Department of Health and Human Services.

The TVPRA, signed again in 2005 (H.R. 972), provides tools to combat 
trafficking in persons both worldwide and domestically. Therefore, in addi-
tion to the TVPA’s requirements to provide victim assistance, to define new 
crimes and penalties, and to assist foreign countries in drafting their laws 
against human trafficking, federal agencies were now sharing the responsibil-
ity to reduce and eliminate human trafficking. For example, according to a law 
passed in September 2002, to better inform women about and protect them 
against abuse and forced prostitution, foreign-born women may request to 
view their fiancés’ criminal history before leaving their country for the United 
States (Crandall et al., 2005). Of course, viewing this information is not man-
datory, and many women in the mail-order bride industry are not aware this 
information is available.

Since 2002, the Department of Justice has prosecuted human trafficking 
offenders, and the Department of Health and Human Services continues to 
provide medical services, shelter, and counseling to the victims. The Depart-
ment of Justice’s trafficking caseload doubled between 2001 and 2003. Ac-
cording to the Department of State, as of January 2003 approximately 450 
trafficking victims had benefited from these newly created provisions. To bet-
ter inform the public and victims, the departments of Labor, Justice, and 
Health and Human Services have developed brochures that identify the signs 
of human trafficking and approximately 200 international anti-trafficking 
programs have been funded by the United States in countries around the 
globe (U.S. Department of State, 2004). The U.S. Office to Monitor and Com-
bat Trafficking in Persons annually reports human rights practices with regard 
to human trafficking by country and hotlines have been established to report 
victims of human trafficking.

Among its proactive approaches to eliminate human trafficking, the De-
partment of Homeland Security established its Operation Predator program 
to help protect children from becoming victims of international sex tourism 
and traffickers and immigration officials warn people about the dangers of 
purchasing products made by trafficked labor at the land borders of the 
United States (U.S. Department of State, 2004). The U.S. Department of Jus-
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tice, in addition to holding its first trafficking-specific training for law en-
forcement and other federal agencies in June 2004, has continued its training 
of enforcement officers and supported anti-trafficking task forces in Philadel-
phia, Atlanta, Phoenix, and other locations throughout the country.

Conclusion

In the United States, the top destinations for sex trafficking are California, 
New York, Texas, and Las Vegas. The primary source countries for sex traffick-
ing into the United States are Thailand, Vietnam, China, Mexico, Russia, the 
Ukraine, and the Czech Republic. In most of the documented cases of sex 
trafficking in the United States, victims are prostituted through force, fraud, 
or coercion on the part of their traffickers.

Sex trafficking is the result of the conditions of a country of origin as well 
as the conditions of the country of destination. Specifically, extreme poverty 
and oppression of women in a country may encourage residents to leave in 
search of a better life and for an income for their families. Countries with 
residents who have an existing desire for individuals employed in the sex in-
dustry may welcome the victims of sex trafficking for exploitation.

Both men and women are involved in the trafficking of humans for sexual 
exploitation. Most research supports the idea that the majority of the traffick-
ers are male; however, researchers may soon change their conclusions about 
the gender of offenders, as more and more women are becoming involved as 
recruiters, transporters, or brothel madams. Critical in the definition of sex 
trafficking is that it occurs without the consent of the victim. In addition, the 
victims of sex trafficking often do not possess the language skills or the trust 
in U.S. law enforcement required to help them if they decide to end the ex-
ploitation. Without the ability to end the abuse, many victims of sex traffick-
ing continue to suffer until they die or are killed.

Finally, sex trafficking is a profitable enterprise, with estimates of annual 
profits in the millions of dollars. This profit from sex trafficking has histori-
cally come with very few negative consequences if it is discovered by law en-
forcement; hence, for all involved, sex trafficking appears to be a phenomenon 
that will only increase in the United States.
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Sex Trafficking in canada:  
limited efforts in law enforcement

James B. Grassano and T. A. Ryan

Throughout the last five years of the Trafficking in Persons Report, 
Canada has been placed in the Tier 1 category indicating full compliance 

with the minimum standards of the Trafficking Victims Protection Act. How-
ever, further examinations by U.S. Department of State (2008) and a review of 
the progress in developing countries (Vanderheyden, 2006) suggest few ad-
vancements in recent years in terms of law enforcement efforts within the 
country focused on arresting those involved in sex trafficking and providing 
assistance to those victims of sex trafficking (VST).

With borders on the Atlantic and Pacific Oceans, Canada’s proximity to the 
United States facilitates its exchanges with the U.S. and, in many cases, the two 
countries experience the same sort of criminal problems to include the prob-
lem of sex trafficking. Canada is a source, transit, and destination country for 
sex trafficking; therefore, its role in sex trafficking varies by victim circum-
stances. Many of the young VSTs are children from Canada and are either 
runaways or were taken from their families. Many of these victims remain 
within Canadian borders and some are trafficked to the United States for 
sexual exploitation. Oftentimes the VSTs are used in sex rings or in sex tours 
with individuals, including Americans, visiting Canada for the opportunity to 
participate in forced sex.

Historically, Canada’s VSTs have been women and children either from 
Asia or Eastern Europe; however, that is not the case today. Specifically, 
there appears to be a clearer separation of nationalities being trafficked to 
certain areas of Canada with the women and children from Asia being 



trafficked to Vancouver and/or Western Canada and the women and chil-
dren from Eastern Europe and Latin America being trafficked to Toronto 
and/or Eastern Canada. In addition, victims from South Korea as well as 
victims from other parts of the world are trafficked through Canada to the 
United States. McCabe (2008) and Somerset (2004) suggested that both 
women and children may be trafficked via Heathrow and Gatwick airports 
in London, through Scotland and into Canada, while some VSTs are then 
trafficked further into the United States. As is the case with many forms of 
organized crime, when regulatory agents minimize their capacities to con-
trol violation, they often contribute to the activity. Law enforcement offi-
cers are the first component in the criminal justice system with the op-
portunity to reduce sex trafficking; however, without the efforts to end sex 
trafficking by the police, the criminal activity continues. As Canadian law 
enforcement efforts fail to drastically reduce the problem of human traf-
ficking, sex trafficking increases.

In Canada, there are three levels of law enforcement: municipal, provin-
cial, and federal with most urban areas given the authority by their jurisdic-
tions to maintain their own police forces. Canadian police forces include, 
but are not limited to, the Royal Canadian Mounted Police (often referred 
to as the Mounties), the Ontario Provincial Police, and the Quebec Provin-
cial Police. Just as is the case in the various states within the United States, 
Canadian police forces are often independently operated departments with 
responsibilities to the laws and ordinances within their jurisdictions. These 
departments may be responsible for the enforcement of the same laws; how-
ever, the lines of jurisdiction do clearly provide separation and, in many 
cases, may hinder communications among the various police forces. In the 
United States where communications are often limited by state jurisdictions, 
information on cases of violence in California may be slow in reaching po-
lice departments in Georgia. In Canada, with similar jurisdictional restric-
tions, information on cases in Montreal may not be immediately released to 
police forces in Quebec. In addition, just as the Spanish to English barriers 
in the United States provide problems in communications, Canada has the 
tradition of English in some police jurisdictions and French in other juris-
dictions; thus, a similar problem. Without open communications across 
police forces and Canada’s provincials, information to law enforcement of-
ficers on crimes to include sex trafficking may be limited and may not be 
communicated.

From a legal standpoint, Canada prohibits all forms of human traffick-
ing through its Criminal Code, which was amended in 2005 to include 
specific actions symptomatic of sex trafficking and penalties of up to 14 
years in prison for those convicted of trafficking. However, reports suggest 
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that human trafficking criminal enterprises have operated in Western 
Canada for at least 20 years and for decades longer in central Canada; hence 
today these networks utilized in sex trafficking are more sophisticated than 
ever (Sun Media, 2007). To address transnational trafficking, Canada’s Im-
migration and Refugee Protection Act was enacted; however, law enforce-
ment outcomes of arrest of those persons involved in human trafficking 
have been minimal. One explanation for this inactivity is lack of concern; 
however, the most plausible explanations for the lack of police outcomes 
are related to detection in the elements of the crime of sex trafficking and 
police discretion. 

As research suggests, sex trafficking is linked with prostitution and/or 
pornography (McCabe, 2008). Although Canada has historically taken a 
stand against prostitution, it does exist within the Canadian borders and its 
related activities fuel sex trafficking. Legitimate businesses such as massage 
parlors and escort services serve as fronts for those traffickers targeting in-
dividuals for sexual exploitation. Canadian law enforcement officials rou-
tinely arrest women for prostitution to simply see them returned to the 
streets after 24 hours. This cycle of detention, arrest, detention, re-arrest is 
often viewed by law enforcement officers as never ending and without rea-
son; therefore, many police officers, after several encounters with individu-
als they have identified as prostitutes, will not continue to arrest these per-
sons. The less serious a law enforcement officer perceives a crime is to the 
public, the more likely the officer will use police discretion and ignore the 
criminal activity (Cole and Smith, 2005). Legal authorities provide law en-
forcement officers the power to deprive people of their liberties, to arrest 
individuals, and to use force to control the actions of individuals (Cole and 
Smith). For many police officers, prostitution is viewed as a victimless crime 
and their legal authorities also provide law enforcement the power to do 
nothing. Unfortunately for VSTs, quite often their activity is viewed by po-
lice officers as consensual prostitution and therefore those individuals orga-
nizing the sex trafficking network are not likely to be aggressively targeted 
for arrest by the officers. Without the detection of the VSTs, there is no hope 
in identifying their traffickers.

One of the newest enterprises for those involved in the trafficking of indi-
viduals for sexual exploitation involves the internet and pornography (Mc-
Cabe, 2008). Taylor and Jamieson (1999) documented the use of victims of 
sex trafficking in the production of pornography to be distributed electroni-
cally; however, without police involvement in controlling this crime the activ-
ity continues (Vaughan, 1992). As law enforcement officers and Internet Ser-
vice Providers rarely monitor the distribution of pornography via the internet 
(McCabe, 2007), and as most police forces have few if any personnel dedicated 

 Sex Trafficking in Canada 161



to monitoring the internet, the detection of VSTs in the production of por-
nography is unlikely. Unfortunately, the use of child victims for the produc-
tion of child pornography does little to increase police efforts toward arrest in 
this area (McCabe, 2003). Without the efforts and arrests by Canada’s police 
forces, the process to reduce sex trafficking does not occur. During 2007 and 
2008, arrests in cases of sex trafficking were minimal although some suggest 
Canada has as many as 15,000 victims of sex trafficking and it has recently 
been reported that girls were being sold in Montreal for approximately $2,000 
(Womensphere, 2008). Instead of funding law enforcement efforts, Canadian 
authorities have placed more of its resources into public awareness. 

Specifically, Canada has designed and implemented various anti-trafficking 
media campaigns and victim services are available throughout most police 
jurisdictions. To specifically address the problem of child victims of sex traf-
ficking, Canada’s Cybertip.com has existed since 2002 as an online tip line 
dedicated to raising public awareness on child trafficking. Cybertip.com pub-
lished information on the top five risks children face while using the internet 
as well as signs of child sexual exploitation. It is suggested that Cybertip.com 
has led to the identification of more that 15,000 websites intended to victimize 
children (ECPAT, 2007). 

In 2007, the Canadian government funded and distributed anti-trafficking 
brochures to educate the public on sex trafficking and the resources available 
to victims of sex trafficking. Also in 2007, British Columbia’s provincial gov-
ernment opened a human trafficking office to improve the coordination of 
cases between NGOs and law enforcement and most Canadian jurisdictions 
now provide some services to VSTs.

Victims’ rights in Canada are usually supported and individuals victimized 
by sex traffickers are not held responsible for their actions. In 2008, the Cana-
dian government provided $5 million to help address the limited funds from 
NGOs to assist victims. Currently, Canada’s federal officials are working with 
Vancouver’s Police force to establish measures to prevent sex trafficking dur-
ing the 2010 Winter Olympics (U.S. Department of State, 2008).

In summary, Canada is a source, transit, and destination country for sex 
trafficking. Similar to the United States, Canada has experienced many of the 
same problems with the detection of human trafficking cases and the prosecu-
tion of traffickers; however, government efforts maintain a desire to end this 
criminal activity. The Canadian government fully complies with the standards 
for the elimination of human trafficking and Canada’s anti-trafficking aware-
ness plans continue to increase; however, law enforcement efforts are minimal. 
Through training of law enforcement personnel to distinguish victims of sex 
trafficking from willing prostitutes, Canada’s police forces may further impact 
Canada’s goal to eliminate human trafficking. 
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Sex Trafficking and Mexico

David H. Richards

The United States considers Mexico a Tier 2 state, or a “country whose 
government does not fully comply with the TVPA’s minimum standards, 

but is making significant efforts to bring itself into compliance with those 
standards.” (U.S. Department of State, 2009). Due to this seeming negligence 
by Mexico, this country has been for years (2000–2003 and 2008–2009) listed 
as Tier 2. They did, however, slip in their rankings to Tier 2 Watch List for four 
consecutive years (2004–2007) for not presenting evidence of adequate com-
mitment to prevent human trafficking. The United States sees Mexico’s han-
dling of the human trafficking issue as lacking, a problem with security di-
mensions for both countries. 

One infamous example of the kind of trafficking that occurs between 
Mexico and the United States can be found in the case of “Rosa,” a woman 
who testified to the U.S. Congress in 2000 as part of a hearing on Human Traf-
ficking. Her story of being smuggled across the border into the United States 
to get a better job to help her family ended with her being held in various 
trailer park brothels as an involuntary sex worker, often servicing multiple 
men a day. She was thirteen years old at the time. (Merida, 2002). Although 
stories like this are tragic, to fully understand Mexico’s trafficking situation 
and apparent lack of prosecutorial effort, the state’s situation should be placed 
in context. Mexico faces three significant problems when it comes to dealing 
with trafficking of persons: it shares a fairly porous border with the United 
States, itself a destination for many trafficked persons from all over the world. 
It faces large levels of poverty compared to its neighbors in the north yet offers 



a relatively higher standard of living compared to neighbors in the south. This 
leads to a large pool of people desperate for economic opportunity and a 
growing influx of its own immigrants who are easy prey for traffickers. Lastly, 
the country suffers from high levels of corruption from the local level up to 
the federal government level, making it easier for traffickers, who are often 
tied to the larger issue of the drug trade in the country, to conduct business. 

Mexico is of particular interest to the United States for two reasons: as a 
border state, Mexico is a large source of trafficked persons and Mexico itself is 
a destination for many trafficked people from Central and South America, 
many of whom never make it as far north as the United States. Additionally, 
people from outside the hemisphere are often taken first to Mexico and then 
trafficked across the U.S.-Mexican border. These factors make Mexico a sig-
nificant source and destination for trafficked persons in the world (U.S. State 
Department 2008, Landesman 2004). 

The United States has a unique relationship with Mexico. It shares a long 
border which has been the source not only of trafficked persons but also large 
numbers of legal and illegal immigrants. This presents a tricky situation be-
tween the two countries. The United States benefits from cheap labor from 
Mexico, and Mexico benefits from sending labor abroad and receiving remit-
tances in return. Thus, efforts to stem cross-border migration are often not 
entirely successful. To further complicate matters, Mexico is a major trans-
shipment point for illegal narcotics brought into the United States. Drug traf-
fic is often commingled with human traffic, making the problem more diffi-
cult. Mexicans caught illegally crossing the U.S. border are almost always 
returned (Martin and Miller 2000). They usually do this voluntarily since 
prosecution by the United States might lead to a jail term. This makes it more 
difficult to sort out persons who might be victims of trafficking. As one report 
on trafficking noted, prosecution of cross-border traffickers is difficult since 
their victims often “get up and walk away” (Martin and Miller, 2000, 969). 

Although a large number of people, especially Central Americans (whose 
status in Mexico may be illegal to begin with), end up in forced labor or sex 
trade within Mexico, the majority end up in the United States. This means 
that the problem becomes, in essence, a U.S. problem and no longer a 
Mexican problem. 

Connected with trafficking in Mexico is the drug trade. This trade has been 
the focus of intense efforts by the Mexican and U.S. governments. Although 
trafficked people often act as mules to carry drugs into the United States and 
once there they are often forced into prostitution or other forced labor by the 
drug runners, the focus of the United States and now Mexico has been mostly 
on narcotic interdiction. Dealing with trafficked persons becomes something 
of a secondary issue. Clearly the two are connected, and any attempts to deal 

166 David H. Richards



with the drug trade will impact the trafficking, but trafficking is not the focus 
of either governments’ law enforcement efforts at this time. 

Closely connected with the drug trade are the trafficking “families” who 
control the trafficking trade much in the same way that a small number of 
groups control the drug trade. “Los Lenones” are family structured groups 
that frequently deal multiple women at the same time, often in connection 
with similar organized crime groups in the United States. Although a com-
mon tactic is to offer a promise of jobs in “El Norte” many young women are 
simply kidnapped by members of the family. Payoffs to local law enforcement 
in Mexico are widespread to the point that federal agents within the Mexican 
government must often fight not only with the Los Lenones but also local 
police (Landesman, 2004). 

The kinds of people trafficked into and through Mexico mirror trends else-
where but have some different categories such as people from other third 
world nations. Many are children, both girls and boys. Many women are also 
exploited. Mexico is also a place where men are exploited for labor as well. The 
persistent issue of poverty in Mexico adds to this equation. About half of the 
people in Mexico live below the UN poverty line (World Bank, 2008). This 
creates a large pool of desperate people seeking economic opportunity, even 
if that opportunity seems fraught with risk. It should be noted that the prob-
lem with most of the human trafficking done out of Mexico is that those who 
are trafficked almost never actually make money. In most situations the 
women and children forced in sex work were not paid (Bode, 2005; Landes-
man, 2004; Marzulli, 2005; Merida, 2002.) These cases should be seen very 
differently from possible cases of voluntary participation in prostitution. 

Somewhat unique to Mexico are the fairly large number of minors who are 
sent through Mexico from Central America on their way to meet up with fam-
ily in the United States. In recent years some of these children have fallen 
victim to traffickers before they were able to reach the United States. Mexico 
also has a large number of emigrants seeking entry into the United States, 
making them vulnerable to exploitation. As mentioned earlier, in many cases 
what may be seen as exploitation may in fact be a more subtle form of smug-
gling payoff. The line between the two is often very blurred. 

Mexico also has a significant internal human trafficking problem. Immi-
grants from the rest of the Americas (especially Central America) often end 
up in Mexico as sex workers. Traffickers within Mexico prefer people from 
outside Mexico since they are often illegal immigrants or separated from their 
normal social support network. Both of these conditions, coupled with the 
high levels of poverty, make for a large pool from which traffickers can pick. 
Caribbean and Central American women are seen as being especially desirable 
in the sex trade within Mexico (U.S. State Department). And while there is 
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local demand, many end up servicing tourists in one of the many Mexican 
resort areas or in the U.S. border area (Bode, 2005). It is this internal trade that 
Mexico’s local state governments have focused on more than transshipment to 
the United States. Local prosecution levels are much lower than federal levels. 
Most of these cases are for local forced labor and, to a lesser extent, the sex 
trade. This does not mean that there is less of a problem with local sex trade, 
but that women and children in the sex trade are less likely to come forward 
with complaints, especially because Mexican law demands charges from the 
victim to proceed in prosecution. 

Mexico has recognized the problem of human trafficking in recent years as 
trafficking has grown. By 2008, most states within Mexico had passed anti-
trafficking laws. Similar laws that had been passed in 2007 were put into effect 
on the federal level in early 2009. The U.S. State Department has not found 
any local level prosecution of traffickers, while only 24 federal cases had been 
brought by the end of 2008. This, in a country where the government itself 
estimates there are at least 20,000 children trafficked each year, and up to three 
times as many adults. (U.S. State Department, 2009; Godoy, 2008)

Mexican law on trafficking is fairly tough but not effectively enforced. Sen-
tences range from six to twelve years, half again for public officials who are 
convicted under the 2007 law. However, victims must press charges, forcing the 
exploited to come forward. This has led to few cases being brought forward on 
the federal level and even fewer on the state level. Additionally, corruption at 
most levels in the Mexican government (Montinola and Jackman, 2002; Selig-
son, 2002) means that most traffickers are protected by the very system meant 
to prosecute them. Transparency International ranks Mexico as 72nd in its cor-
ruption index, in the top half of the most corrupt nations (Corruption Percep-
tions Index 2008). Reports of police who turn the other way, or even protect 
traffickers as they solicit customers are common (Bode, 2005). Customs officers 
at Mexican airports often help traffickers process in women and children from 
outside Mexico (Landesman, 2004). Most victims are poor and undereducated, 
making it difficult for them to press charges if allegations are made and because 
of government corruption, victims are fearful of retaliation.

One bright spot in Mexico is the government’s “Operation Limpieza” which 
is aimed at corruption within the government. This program, started in 2008, 
has successfully prosecuted midlevel government bureaucrats, however, often 
the charges are not related directly to trafficking (U.S. State Department, 
2009). The Mexican government routinely treats smuggling of illegal immi-
grants and trafficking as the same thing. Particularly in Mexico the line be-
tween the two is often difficult to distinguish. People who are smuggled into 
the United States often end up working under forced labor conditions or as 
sex workers to pay off the coyotes who brought them to the United States. 
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Many of the officials caught in Operation Limpieza are convicted on smug-
gling charges or lesser corruption charges.

Mexico does not have a good system for helping victims of trafficking even 
when they are found, especially if those victims are foreign nationals. Persons, 
especially in the sex trade, who are not Mexican, are generally deported within 
90 days; this, despite problems of retribution or even imprisonment once they 
are returned. Mexican law does allow for persons who cooperate with the 
police in arresting traffickers to stay in the country on a one year visa, but in 
2008 only three individuals met these criteria (U.S. Department of State, 
2009). Even for its own citizens Mexico has been slow to provide government 
help to victims. There are only two facilities in the entire country set up to 
rehabilitate victims. Most work has been done by nongovernmental agencies, 
such as Covenant House (http://www.covenanthouse.org/) (U.S. Department 
of State, 2009). There have been several shelters built for victims of trafficking 
but the number of beds available in these shelters is still under 100, in a coun-
try with well over 100 million people (Marzulli, 2005). 

As a developing democracy, Mexico faces many problems that such states 
must deal with: economic development, providing basic services such as edu-
cation, clean water and healthcare and building up infrastructure. This means 
that issues like human trafficking, (which despite its widespread nature, actu-
ally affects only a small part of the population) is pushed to the side. When it 
comes to going after sex traffickers specifically in Mexico, several obstacles 
present themselves in particular: large sectors of the Mexican citizenry live 
below the poverty line making them easy marks for traffickers. A closely con-
nected drug trade, fueled by internal and U.S. demand, is widespread and 
corruption exists in every level of the government. These three factors not 
only impede prosecution of traffickers, but also lead to an environment where 
there are both people to traffic and an opportunity to do so. Mexico represents 
a case in which all the elements present make dealing with the problem of 
trafficking seemingly insurmountable as evidenced by its lack of progress in 
moving out of the Tier 2 category in the past decade. 
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Global estimates of human trafficking range from four million to 600,000 
victims each year (IOM, 2009). The majority of those individuals are vic-

tims of sex trafficking—revealing the difficulty in data gathering and account-
ability. Currently, the U.S. State Department estimates suggest that approxi-
mately 70 percent of the victims of sex trafficking are female and approximately 
50 percent of the victims are under the age of 18. Victims of sex trafficking may 
be forced into prostitution, pornography, prostitution for the military or militia, 
spousal prostitution, and prostitution for the sex-tourism industry. 

Many nations have either misunderstood the definition of human traffick-
ing or failed to comprehend the magnitude of incidents of trafficking that 
have occurred within their own geographical borders. The United Nations has 
defined human trafficking as “the recruitment, transfer, harboring or receipt of 
persons by threat or use of force.” This definition is similar to that used by the 
U.S. State Department’s Trafficking Victims Protection Act of 2000 (hence-
forth TVPA) which describes severe forms of trafficking as: “(a) sex trafficking 
in which a commercial sex act is induced by force, fraud, or coercion, or in 
which the person induced to perform such an act has not attained 18 years of 
age; or (b) the recruitment, harboring, transportation, provision, or obtaining 
of a person for labor or services, through the use of force, fraud, or coercion 
for the purpose of subjection to involuntary servitude, peonage, debt bond-
age, or slavery” (U.S. Department of State, 2008). 

In 2000, with nearly 700,000 individuals trafficked annually, the majority of 
whom are women and children, the United States Congress passed the Victims 
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of Trafficking and Violence Protection Act of 2000, P.L. 106–386, also known as 
the Trafficking Victims Protection Act (TVPA). The TVPA mandated that the 
U.S. Secretary of State submit a report on “severe forms of trafficking in per-
sons” to Congress, by June 1 (Trafficking in Persons Report, 2001). As pre-
scribed by the TVPA, the State Department produces an annual report which 
identifies countries in a tier classification system as a measure of their efforts 
to reduce human trafficking. 

When the U.S. Congress passed the TVPA in October 2000, they made an 
attempt to provide a comprehensive definition of trafficking and to address 
the issues relating to human trafficking on the national and international 
levels. After the 2000 TVPA, as cases of human trafficking in the United States 
and abroad became more prevalent, more legislation was enacted by the Clin-
ton administration. In 2003 President George W. Bush signed the amended 
Trafficking Victims Protection Reauthorization Act (TVPRA), which further 
strengthened the U.S. government’s response to human trafficking by recog-
nizing the needs of the victims of human trafficking. In 2005, the TVPRA was 
reinforced with proclamations of the United States’ support to end this activ-
ity and a new phrase, “severe forms of trafficking,” was adopted. Thus, the 
category of severe forms of trafficking is expected to include the recruitment, 
harboring, and so on of a person under one of the following three conditions: 
(1) human trafficking for labor, (2) human trafficking for commercial sex 
acts, and (3) human trafficking of those under the age of 18. It is also impor-
tant to note that through this change in legislation a child under the age of 18 
(regardless of country of origin) cannot give his or her consent to be moved 
from one country to another; thus, a specific type of human trafficking—
child trafficking—is identified. In addition, the parent or guardian of the child 
cannot give consent to the trafficker of that child for his or her movement for 
the purposes of forced labor or sexual exploitation (UNODC, 2006).

This text explored the variants of human sex trafficking for Commercial 
Sexual Exploitation (CSE) from a global perspective in terms of its multiple 
purposes and its victims. The approach was multidisciplinary with scholars 
from the fields of law, sociology, criminology, history and political science 
presenting their analyses through the lenses of their respective disciplines. 
Chapters provided an assessment of human sex trafficking in geographical 
regions as categorized by the U.S. State Department’s Annual Report on Traf-
ficking in Persons 2008. Geographical regions were: Africa, East Asia and the 
Pacific region, Europe, the Near East, South Asia, the Western Hemisphere, 
and North America. 

As the chapters in the text revealed, while each case of sex trafficking in each 
region of the world is unique in its own way, there are some common realities 
that one encounters in the sex trafficking of women and children for com-
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mercial sexual purposes. First, the politics of numbers and the quantification 
itself present a problematic that is not easily resolved. The U.S. State Depart-
ment’s data gathering often are based on information provided by one or two 
local nongovernmental organizations, when government information may 
not be forthcoming or sometimes may supplement the host government’s 
documentation. Second, certain social issues that are common include the 
devaluing of women and the personification of women as objects, gender in-
equity as well as global inequalities, a material culture that constantly provides 
the myth of glamour and allure that forces girls and women to seek what ap-
pears to be a path to fulfillment. Third, while conflict situations exacerbate the 
prevalence of trafficking for CSE, non–conflict related venues for sports and 
entertainment also tend to aggravate trafficking incidences. 

Trafficking in people is now considered the third most profitable activity for 
organized crime as there are more and more cases of individuals being held 
against their will either for labor or for sex. Since 2002, the U.S. Department of 
Justice has prosecuted sex trafficking offenders and the Department of Health 
and Human Services continues to provide medical services, shelter, and coun-
seling to victims of sex trafficking. To better inform the public, the U.S. Depart-
ments of Labor, Justice, and Health and Human Services have developed bro-
chures for nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) to distribute to help identify 
victims of sex trafficking and over 200 international anti-trafficking programs 
have been funded in countries around the world (McCabe, 2008). On the inter-
national front, there have been multiple efforts to reduce sex trafficking to in-
clude NGOs such as the Global Survival Network and Human Rights Watch and 
the International Labour Organization’s commitment to provide assistance to 
child victims of sex trafficking (Munro, 2006).

Among the problems that must be acknowledged when addressing human 
trafficking is the definition itself. Other problems include that there has been 
no method for collecting information on cases and that the involvement of 
children as victims of human trafficking is often not recognized nor is there a 
single department or agency in the world responsible for collecting data on 
human trafficking or those offenses related to trafficking. The 1948 Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights states that all human beings are born free, that 
no one shall be held in slavery or servitude, and that everyone has the right to 
freedom of movement and to free choice of employment; however, human 
trafficking violates these most basic of rights. Finally, the trafficking of hu-
mans for sex is a problem that touches every country in one respect or an-
other. Victims of sex trafficking are men, women, and children. These victims 
are forced through either physical violence or threats of violence to provide 
sexual services for the profit of their traffickers. This text detailed sex traffick-
ing from a global perspective.
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