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International Round Table 
Vienna, 28 September 2018 

 
Dear Helga, thank you for this opportunity, Ladies and Gentlemen, dear friends. 
 
Helga has invited me as a special guest for today to share some words on the procedure for the 
position of the Special Representative and Coordinator on Human Trafficking of the OSCE. I am the 
candidate and the Secretary General wants me appointed. As it is a dual position, it is a decision from 
both the SG and the Chair in Office, the minister of Foreign Affairs of Italy. 
It is unfortunate that no decision has been taken as yet. One participating State has objections to my 
appointment. The objections do not reflect on me as a candidate but on The Netherlands as a 
country and the misconception about its prostitution laws and policy.   
I would obviously like to fulfill this position and I am confident that I would do an excellent job but 
that is not the issue at hand. I have shown that I can make a difference when efforts to fight THB are 
needed. But that too is not the issue at hand.  
The OSCE Region faces many and diverse challenges, digital developments, migration, meeting the 
Sustainable Development Goals to name but a few. The post is now empty and should be filled to 
reflect the importance the OSCE sets on the fight against Trafficking in Persons. 
 
I will explain why I think the prostitution laws and policies of a country should be of no consequence 
in appointing the selected candidate. And I will explain the prostitution regulations and policy in The 
Netherlands.  
 
First: 
An OSCE official should speak and act in accordance with all 57 Member States. It concerns a high 
level international position in a multilateral context. He or she is not an NGO or a Parliamentarian but 
has the assignment to further the fight against THB in the OSCE region. He or she should fulfill this 
task from an international perspective, not as a representative of his or her country. What is needed 
is someone who knows and understands the differences between the member states and works with 
those differences to jointly improve the fight against Trafficking. 
 
Second: 
The basis of the fight against trafficking is the Palermo Protocol. During the negotiations for the 
Protocol there was a disparity between those states that held prostitution per se as trafficking and 
those that did not. The matter was resolved by agreeing to disagree. Therefore, the text of the 
Protocol does not indicate that prostitution and trafficking are the same thing. It is the Protocol that 
is the criterion by which the US draws up its Annual TIP Report. 
 
Third: 
A candidate for a position as this should be measured by his or her own merits and qualifications, not 
by the policy of its country. Or should we for instance say that if a candidate had openly spoken 
against his or her country’s policy he or she would be eligible and not held accountable for his or her 
country’s laws? And how vocal would this speaking out have to be? And what if the candidate is a 
civil servant? Or if the candidate is from a country where on paper prostitution is prohibited but the 
protection of victims is below par? Will moral perspectives only rule the decision?  
 
Fourth: 
The Netherlands has an exceptional track record of its efforts to fight THB. It has an independent 
National Rapporteur, who has over the years made more than two hundred recommendations of 
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which more than 80% have been adopted. The Netherlands has specialized judges on THB. In 2017, 
of 63 prosecuted suspects, 58 were convicted.  
The Netherlands was the first country to conduct a Multiple Systems Estimation to estimate the 
number of victims of trafficking per 100.000 of the population and differentiating between foreign 
and Dutch national victims. This gives valuable information on where to target your efforts and 
where preventative measures should be directed. The Netherlands has excellent rights for victims 
regarding their residency. There is now a pilot where a special multidisciplinary committee advises 
on the victimhood, when there are no leads for a criminal investigation. When victims get 
compensation from the perpetrators awarded by the courts, the money is advanced by the 
government. The National Rapporteur and her office have been set as an example of how to monitor 
one’s own governments efforts. Her office has been instrumental in setting up monitoring 
mechanisms in other European countries. 
The Netherlands ranked the only A country in the Global Slavery Index.  
The Netherlands, as a member of the Security Council of the UN initiated sanctions imposed on six 
traffickers from Libya. Never before had UN sanctions been imposed on individual human traffickers. 
As a result, they can no longer operate in the shadows. They are no longer allowed to cross borders. 
Countries must deny them entry and freeze their assets. Earlier this week the Dutch minister of 
Foreign Affairs spoke at a UN session in New York and explained all the efforts taken jointly with 
other countries, initiated by the Netherlands. 
 
 
Fifth: 
I will explain the Dutch law and policy on prostitution. Prostitution holds a vast variety of sexual 
services, from escort service and brothels to ‘happy endings’ in massage parlors. It concerns both 
men and women. 
Basically, when the ban on brothels was lifted selling, buying or earning money of sexual services was 
no longer prohibited for consenting adults. It became a matter for municipalities to regulate, to set 
rules and conditions whereby commercial sex could be licensed. Without a license prostitution was 
prohibited. Buying sex from someone under 18, regardless whether the buyer knew, or could have 
known, the age, is a felony, punishable with up to 4 years imprisonment. The prosecution of these 
cases has rocketed over the last years.  
Rules and conditions concern minimum age, language proficiency, number of licenses to give out, 
hygiene and severe background checks for owners and managers of clubs and brothels. The motive 
of these conditions and regulations is concern for the safety and the autonomy of the prostitutes. 
The number of licenses for brothels has dropped over the years, from 1127 in 2006 to 674 in 2014. 
And that decline continues. The whole economic trend is to order on line. This is no different for 
sexual services. In many municipalities sexworkers also need a license to work from their own home 
or in hotels. The internet is the place where sex is bought and sold. Therefore, the police also 
monitor the internet to identify possible exploitation, or underage victims. The government 
subsidizes schemes for prostitutes who want to get out, in cooperation with employment agencies.   
In my first report as Rapporteur, I recommended that the law on prostitution become stricter and no 
longer leave the initiative on a municipal level. I advised to prohibit prostitution unless a license had 
been given by the municipality. My grounds for this recommendation were not morals but the 
effectiveness of the fight against THB. That law has been set in motion but has not passed yet. 
The scale of legal, licensed prostitution is substantially lower than the scale of illegal prostitution. As 
in every other country it is extremely hard to find reliable data on illegal prostitution. I can say that 
there are about the same number of victims of trafficking in the licensed sector as there are in the 
illegal sector. But that does not give any insight into the percentage of trafficked victims in the one or 
the other. 
In short: to say prostitution is legal in The Netherlands is only partly true. With a license, and 
monitored and between consenting adults, yes. However, the vast majority of prostitution is as in 
many other countries illegal.  
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I have always looked at prostitution from the perspective of human trafficking and have advised the 
government accordingly. That was my mandate. Prostitution is vulnerable, and it is precisely this 
vulnerability that needs the full attention of local and federal government. That is why in the 
Netherlands there is a constant quest for a good or passable way of dealing with an issue that all 
countries grapple with. Not one country has found the answer. 
 
And on a personal note: 
Trafficking in human beings is a crime that goes beyond borders and therefore needs the 
cooperation of all member states. Shutting out a country because of its policy on prostitution goes 
against the very grain of the OSCE and impairs the effective fight against Trafficking. Trafficking in the 
OSCE Region goes far beyond sex trafficking and it is shortsighted to only focus on that part. That 
does not help the great number of victims in labour exploitation or exploited in criminal activities.  
During more than eleven years I have fought to improve the fight against THB, on all P’s and on all 
levels. I have been extremely effective in this. The UK Anti-Slavery Commissioner was modeled on 
the Dutch example. There are countless partnerships between the Netherlands and other countries 
in the fight against Trafficking in Human Beings. I have encouraged and brought about a huge 
number of combined operations and partnerships, national and international, governmental and 
non-governmental, public and private. The Dutch Government has, in adopting most of my 
recommendations shown leadership. It pains me to see that this counts for nothing for a position 
that entails exactly that: furthering the fight against THB.  
 
 
 
 
 
  
  


