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CHILD TRAFFICKING: SOME MISTAKES AND A FEW REMEDIES 

 

A. MISTAKES (5) 

The theme of this talk is there is a choice between taking a ‘top down’ or a ‘bottom up’ 

approach to the issue of child trafficking, I fear the former is doomed always to fail.  

Has something gone seriously wrong during the past decade and a half? In the first years of 

this century, lots of fuss was made about children being trafficked, particularly adolescent 

girls exploited in forced prostitution in Bosnia and Kosovo. Since then, lots of politicians 

made great speeches, but it seems that, instead of announcing that the problems have gone 

away, political leaders continue to denounce the problem, as if no solutions were available. 

But all sorts of technical solutions have been identified, both ways of preventing children 

and adults being trafficked and methods for enabling exploited children to recover and re-

start their lives. 

So, where is the problem? 

1. National authorities didn’t like the technical solutions that were offered, e.g. in a UNICEF 

Handbook that I wrote in 2006. They endlessly opted for simplistic prevention methods, 

such as speeches on 18 October and stereo-types of both victims and traffickers. And in 

terms of protection and recovery, they endlessly opted for cheaper solutions than the 

ones known to be most effective.  

 

2. What did policy-makers or the general public think “child trafficking” or “child 

exploitation” in Europe involved, when they made commitments in 2000 and 2005 to 

stop it? Perhaps the images were always fatally flawed, so a problem arose when 

trafficked children didn’t LOOK like the nice, innocent children that they were supposed 

to be.  

Certainly plenty of cases of commercial sexual exploitation of adolescents have been 

identified, but as early as 2003 it was apparent that children belonging to Roma related 

minorities were being trafficked for two other purposes – to beg and to pick-pockets or 

commit petty crime—and with hindsight maybe it was unhelpful to apply the term 

‘trafficking’ to most of these cases. Throughout the European Union, the authorities were 
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slow or unwilling to come to terms with these realities. I recall the new EU Anti-Trafficking 

Coordinator being irritated in 2012 that a project I was associated with about child beggars 

failed to produce a neat solution to all cases of child begging, rather than pointing out that 

some children beg alongside other family members, whereas others really are taken away 

from their family and trafficked to earn money from begging. The discrimination issue work 

in two directions:  police in some places regarded children and adults together from Roma 

communities in other countries as a homogeneous group and one they were better not to 

get involved with; and in Belgium it was child protection NGOs who disputed that any 

foreign children had been trafficked and used their influence to lobby against encouraging 

the police or other front-line officials scrutinising specific cases when children were seen 

begging.  

There have been places where improving social services has had a distinct preventive effect. 

But more often preventive efforts have been mis-targeted, often because of an assumption 

that all Roma related groups behave in the same way, which we know isn’t true.   

3. There’s been a high investment in political rhetoric about child trafficking. This has been 

encouraged by estimates that vast numbers of children are being trafficked or are in 

‘modern slavery’. Reviewing the anti-trafficking efforts of Serbia last year, I simply could 

bridge the gap between the handful of cases actually identified and the estimate by the 

Global Slavery Index that there were 28,700 victims of modern slavery in Serbia. It 

seems to be that this modern slavery has become an urban myth, perpetuated more to 

serve the interests of certain organisations and individuals than those of the people who 

are exploited.  

 

4. There seems to be systematic confusion between independent child migrants, 

unaccompanied children, including refugees, and child trafficking. All of this got worse 

last year, with a massive increase in arrivals of migrants from outside Europe. We 

started hearing years ago that unaccompanied children were walking out of residential 

accommodation and probably ending up in the hands of traffickers, and some certainly 

did. But many did not. This week I’ve looked at a website saying that “10,000 of these 

children are currently missing in Europe - many trafficked into sex slavery and other 

forms of exploitation. Tens of thousands more are at risk of a similar fate” 

(https://you.wemove.eu/campaigns/10068?utm_source=facebook_ad&utm_medium=p

ost&utm_campaign=en_20190908).  

The problem with this claim and the campaign—which has a good intention of achieving 

better protection for refugee children—is that it hides the fact that many of the 

disappearances occur as a form of protest by the children concerned at the inadequacy of 

official ‘child protection measures’, which fail to deliver anything they want or expect – and 

so provoke them into leaving the places where they are housed (and sometimes the 

countries in which EU rules dictate that they should remain). However, rules of child 

protection and migration prevent front-line officials from even talking about what is 

happening in reality.  

https://you.wemove.eu/campaigns/10068?utm_source=facebook_ad&utm_medium=post&utm_campaign=en_20190908
https://you.wemove.eu/campaigns/10068?utm_source=facebook_ad&utm_medium=post&utm_campaign=en_20190908
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5. Money has been invested chiefly in crime fighting, not tackling root causes such as 

discrimination and the lack of regulation or law enforcement in sectors where children 

are exploited in Europe, notably begging, yet alone in promoting social and economic 

development in children’s home communities. There’s been inadequate investment in 

the protection and assistance which is essential if child victim-witnesses are to be able to 

participate properly in the criminal justice system, notably with the prompt appointment 

of individual guardians,  

 

B. REMEDIES (also 5) 

 

i. There is a need to distinguish clearly between fact and fiction, between what we know 

has happened, what we fear might happen, and what emotions we want to stir up in the 

public arena in order to get politicians or others to pay attention.  

 

ii. There is also a need for much more understanding about cultural practices and the way 

that the informal economy works—often under the noses of officials who appear to be 

ignorant about economic realities.  

 

iii. Children who are taken to other countries to commit crimes – or even deployed as 

criminals in their own countries or communities—are routinely victims of crime rather 

than criminals, but this is not recognised. Much more thought and guidance is needed 

about how to apply the Non-Punishment Principle guaranteed by the Council of Europe’s 

Trafficking Convention.  

Specific policies are needed to bring about coordinated and coherent approaches to 

children from one part of Europe found stealing or begging in another. Different policies are 

needed depending on whether the children concerned are independent migrants or are 

brought deliberately by others. Sweden discovered this with Moroccan boys arriving there 

last year, as France did a decade ago with children arriving in Paris from northwest Romania: 

neither were being ‘trafficked’. However, in the UK the authorities persisted for years in 

assuming that Vietnamese adolescents could organise their own journeys across the globe 

to find jobs as gardeners in the UK, watering cannabis plants: effectively, the problem was 

that the legal system hesitated to apply the non-punishment principle, wondering what it’s 

limits might be once it was accepted that adolescents or even young adults were 

committing crime under duress.    

 

iv. Training is still needed for a range of relevant professionals, notably to understand what 

human trafficking is and is not, and, particularly, what to do when they suspect they may 

have come across a case. Most such training, telling trainees to take note of ‘indicators’ 

or the tell-tale signs that a child or adult has been trafficked, is woefully inadequate. It is 

made worse by the general ignorance of front-line officials of the home culture of child 

trafficking victims. Further, such training is routinely undermined by statements by 

politicians, such as a British government minister who claimed last week that stopping 

trafficking was all about the need for tighter border control.  
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v. Finally, there is a need to improve cooperation and information exchange between 

officials responsible for protecting child trafficking victims and NGOs and other 

specialists which collect information about them or monitor governments’ anti-

trafficking responses. At the moment, official responses to child trafficking are much less 

transparent than responses concerning adults who are trafficked, meaning that the 

authorities are not being held accountable for what they do and don’t do. There is an 

urgent need for this to change.  

 


