
T
he recent decision by the

Government to introduce a free

pre-school place for all children in

the year prior to starting primary school

is, in Barnardos’ view, a most significant

and welcome policy development which

will benefit children now and into the

future. Research has shown that quality

Early Childhood Care and Education

(ECCE) delivers long-term dividends to

children, families and society. 1

Studies have also shown that quality

pre-school education leads to immediate

and measurable gains in education and

social development. For children living

in poverty, quality education and care

can lead to better school achievement,

higher school retention rates and improved

mental health. Barnardos questions the

rationale for limiting the provision to 2

hours and 15 minutes. This level of

intervention is too short to make a

significant impact on a child’s educational

and social development.

The importance of ‘quality’ cannot be

overstated and again it is positive to

note the Government’s recent

announcements in regard to Síolta, the

National Quality Framework. Early years

providers will need comprehensive

supports to ensure that they can engage

with the Síolta process of quality

improvement. Mentoring, training,

information and resources will need to

be available to ensure the highest

standards of quality is provided in the

pre-school year.

The details of the free pre-school year

have yet to be made public. It is to be

hoped that the implementation of the

measure will be rolled out in partnership

with the ECCE sector.

This is a land-mark decision, all the more

extraordinary given that it was part of a

cost cutting budget. It is proof that good

policy made on the basis of strong policy

research can impact on Government

policy-making. 

1

Anne Conroy Editor

Editorial

1 Heckman, J and Masterov, D (2007) The Productivity Argument for Investing in Young Children, 

Discussion paper no. 2725, Germany, Institute for the Study of Labor.



Separated
and
Trafficked
Children
Separated children are children under 18 years 

of age who are outside their country of origin and

separated from either parents or their previous

legal/customary primary caregiver1. Barnardos

is concerned about the absence of comprehensive

legislative and social supports for this group of

vulnerable children who arrive unaccompanied

from a range of countries including Nigeria, 

China and Ghana. Each child’s story as to 

how they arrived in Ireland is different – did 

they choose to leave or were they taken? 

Was their passage to Ireland assisting them

towards family reunification or were they 

victims of human trafficking?2

JUNE TINSLEY Policy Officer, Barnardos
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It is hard to determine the actual number of separated children

in Ireland as they are usually only identified as separated once

they voluntarily engage with authorities (e.g. by approaching

the Office of Refugee Applications Commission in order to

claim asylum or international protection). However it is estimated

that approximately 5,300 separated children arrived in

Ireland between 1998 and 2008. The majority of these have

been reunited with family members already living in Ireland and

the number presenting to the HSE has reduced dramatically

from 1,085 in 2001 to 336 in 2007. At the end of 2008,

there were 291 separated children in the care of the HSE.

Most of these children were housed in hostel accommodation

with a smaller number in foster care. 

Unfortunately, an ongoing problem is that a minority of children

in the care of the HSE go missing from their care placement.

In 2008, 22 children went missing and only five have been

relocated following their disappearance.  In all, 457 children

who were in the care of the HSE went missing between

2000 and 2008, with only 56 accounted for subsequently3.

It is feared that a number of these children have been trafficked

for sexual exploitation, domestic servitude (exploitation) or

child labour. Some of these children have been later found in

brothels. Overall, the number of children who have been

trafficked to Ireland, within Ireland and from Ireland has not

yet been determined. 

Trafficking is currently an $8 billion global industry; half of all

victims are children. Ireland is regarded as a transit country

as well as a destination point for traffickers, given its locality

and the common travel area between Ireland and the UK. 

AREAS OF CONCERN FOR SEPARATED AND
TRAFFICKED CHILDREN
Both the Child Care Act 1991 and the UN Convention on the

Rights of the Child place a duty on the State to provide for

any child (under 18 years) who is in need of care or protection.

Also the Immigration, Residence and Protection Bill 2008

(IRP Bill) is currently going through the Dail but despite

continuous lobbying it does not include the principle of the

best interests of the child as an overarching principle. Its remit

is to outline services for children who are either separated or

have been trafficked. However while the Bill presents an

opportunity to address the needs of these vulnerable children,

in its current form Barnardos believes it falls far short of doing

so e.g. it does not define ‘unaccompanied minors’, it does not

outline specific supports and provisions and does not mention

children within Section 124 ‘suspected victims of trafficking’.  

Trafficking is currently 

an $8 billion global

industry; half of all

victims are children.

Ireland is regarded as 

a transit country as well

as a destination point 

for traffickers, given its

locality and the common

travel area between

Ireland and the UK.
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Aside from the legal framework, there is a lack of consistency

in how separated children are treated and cared for in Ireland

with different sections of the Child Care Act 1991 used by

different professionals. Also unlike other children in the care

of the HSE, separated children are placed in privately contracted

hostels that are unregistered and profit-making and subsequently

not governed by the National Standards for Children’s Residential

Centres (2001) nor inspected by the Health Information and

Quality Authority (HIQA). The staff are not necessarily

appropriately trained and there is no dedicated social worker

assigned to each child. 

Family Reunification 
Family reunification is usually the best outcome for a separated

child. Barnardos believes that the process of reunifying children

with their family members must be properly managed and

supported. Comprehensive background checks on the family

members including DNA testing to verify the authenticity of

their relationship must be conducted along with follow-up

support to assist the child with this transition. At present, some

background checks are conducted, but there is generally no

follow-up care provided once a separated child has been

reunited with their family. There is no provision in the impending

IRP Bill for these to be provided. In fact the Bill does not

allow for a statutory provision for family reunification, making

Ireland the only EU country not to have family reunification

enshrined in primary legislation.

Age Assessment
The issue of age assessments for separated children is

another area of concern as an individual’s age determines

how they are treated. All children under 18 years of age are

cared for within the legal parameters of the child care system,

while those over 18 are deemed to be adults and are referred to

the Reception and Integration Agency. The IRP Bill fails to

adequately address the issue of age assessments. It proposes

that immigration officers or members of the Gardai be solely

responsible for assessing the age of the child. Barnardos

recommends that when an individual’s age is disputed they should

be assessed by an independent panel of experts including a

social worker, a general practitioner and a psychologist, who have

expertise in child and adolescent behaviour and development

and who have been trained in child-friendly interview techniques.

After Care for Separated Children
Young adults who come to Ireland as separated children have

to leave the child care system as soon as they turn 18. Those

children who have secured refugee status or humanitarian 

leave to remain are largely left to fend for themselves as there

is no aftercare service to assist them with this transition to

independent living. Those young adults or ‘aged out minors’

whose status has not been determined are transferred to the

direct provision system to wait the processing of their

application. Many of these young people have become integrated

into Ireland, attending school and developing relationships,

and this integration should be taken into consideration when

their case is being assessed. Unfortunately, the application of

‘humanitarian considerations’ when considering such cases is

at the discretion of the Minister and sometimes results in

these young people being deported. 

Family reunification is usually the

best outcome for a separated

child. Barnardos believes that the

process of reunifying children with

their family members must be

properly managed and supported.
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ChildLinks

Trafficked Children
At present the legislative and social supports to victims of

trafficking, especially children are insufficient. The provisions

within the Criminal Law (Human Trafficking) Act 2008 fall

far short of meeting their needs and the IRP Bill does not

mention children specifically at all. In fact the IRP Bill refers

to trafficking of only ‘foreign nationals’ thereby excluding all

EU/EEA nationals which is significant given the flow of

people to and from these countries with little detection at Irish

ports and airports. Also in the current provision of the IRP

Bill the granting of temporary residency to a victim of trafficking

is conditional on assisting Gardaí with their investigation without

recognising the level of trauma experienced by children who have

been trafficked and their possible fear of adults and authorities.

Barnardos believes that decisions regarding residency or stay

should be in line with the best interests of the child as per

Section 14 of the immigration arrangements3 and should not

be conditional on co-operating with Gardaí. 

The National Children’s Strategy 2000 states that: Unaccompanied

children seeking refugee status will be treated in accordance

with best international practice, including the provision of a

designated social worker and Guardian-Ad-Litem (GAL).

However, under the current draft of the IRP Bill child victims

of trafficking and child protection applicants cannot make an

application for recovery or protection residence permits in

their own right. 

RECOMMENDATIONS
Ensure that accommodation offered to separated children

placed in the care of the HSE are covered by national guidelines

and standards, ensuring appropriately trained and vetted staff

and the assignment of a social worker to each child. 

Ring-fence funding for the establishment of a 24hr

nationwide social work service as a matter of urgency.

The Immigration, Residence and Protection Bill 2008

should include 

an underlying principle of making decisions in the

best interests of the child, 

a statutory provision for family reunification, 

comprehensive age assessment procedures in line

with international good practice

the inclusion of EU / EEA citizens who have been

trafficked and ensure availability of appropriate

supports for the vulnerable children.  

Improve provision of leaving care planning and

aftercare services for separated children who turn 18

and leave the care system or transfer to direct provision

accommodation. 

Appoint a Guardian ad Litem to all cases of separated

children and child victims of trafficking so that children can

apply for protection residency permits in their own right. 
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TRAFFICKING IN
HUMAN BEINGS
– IRELAND’S RESPONSE
WHAT IS HUMAN TRAFFICKING AND 
WHY DOES IT OCCUR?
Governments first agreed on an international definition of

trafficking in person in 2000 with the adoption of the United

Nations Protocol to Prevent, Suppress and Punish Trafficking

in Persons, Especially Women and Children (UN Protocol),

which supplements the United Nations Convention against

Transnational Organised Crime. 

The definition of trafficking in persons has three distinct elements:

1. AN ACTION – The recruitment, transportation, transfer,

harbouring or receipt of persons.

2. A MEANS – Such as the threat or use of force or other

forms of coercion, abduction, fraud, deception or abuse of

position of vulnerability or the giving or receiving of payments

or benefits to achieve the consent of a person having control

over another person, for the purpose of exploitation. 

3. EXPLOITATION – Exploitation includes the prostitution of

others or other forms of sexual exploitation, forced labour, slavery

or other similar practices, servitude or removal of organs. 

The consent of the victim is irrelevant when any of the means set

out above have been used. In the case of children, i.e. persons

under 18 years of age, actions taken with the purpose of exploitation

constitutes trafficking even when the means have not been used.

MARION WALSH Executive Director, Anti-Human Trafficking Unit,

Department of Justice, Equality and Law Reform
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ChildLinks

Children can become victims 
of trafficking for a variety of
reasons including poverty, the
devastating effects of war, an
existing demand for illegal
adoption, sexual exploitation 
and for cheap labour. 
There is a clear distinction between human trafficking and

smuggling. Smuggling is defined as “the procurement, in order

to obtain, directly or indirectly, a financial or other material benefit,

of the illegal entry of a person into a State Party of which the

person is not a national or a permanent resident”.1 It involves

illegal entry into a State. While trafficking also involves the

movement of people, it is with the intention to exploit them

and movement can also take place within a country.

Children can become victims of trafficking for a variety of

reasons including poverty, the devastating effects of war, an

existing demand for illegal adoption, sexual exploitation and for

cheap labour. Traffickers target the poor and the vulnerable. Poor

children and their parents are often unaware of their rights

and are desperate to improve their prospects and lifestyles. Victims

are easily lured by the false promises of employment offered

by traffickers. Traffickers offer parents a way out of debt and

simultaneously assure parents that their children will have a

better education, opportunities and standard of living. Children

can also be kidnapped or abducted and sold on to traffickers.

INDICATORS OF CHILD TRAFFICKING
In order to combat this appalling crime it is vital that we are

all aware of the nature of the problem. Whether as employers,

professionals or simply as members of the public we all

have a role to play in being vigilant and maintaining a high

level of alertness to the possibility of trafficking crimes

going on in our communities. We can all help by familiarising

ourselves with the indicators2 of child trafficking. 

Children who have been trafficked may:

Have no access to their parents or guardians 

Look intimidated and behave in a way that does not

correspond with behaviour typical of children their age 

Have no friends of their own age outside of work 

Have no access to education

Have no time for playing

Live apart from other children in substandard

accommodations

Eat apart from other members of the ‘family’

Be engaged in work that is not suitable for children

Travel unaccompanied by adults 

Travel in groups with persons who are not relatives.

The following might also indicate child trafficking:

The presence of child-sized clothing typically worn for

doing manual or sex work 

The presence of toys, beds and children’s clothing in

inappropriate places such as brothels and factories.

GOVERNMENT RESPONSE
Over the past 12 months a number of measures, both legislative

and administrative, have been introduced in Ireland to prevent

and combat human trafficking. 

LEGISLATIVE MEASURES
The Criminal Law (Human Trafficking) Act 2008, which has

been fully operational since 7 June, 2008 (and complements

the Child Trafficking and Pornography Act 1998), provides

for offences of trafficking in adults and children for the purpose

of their labour or sexual exploitation or the removal of their organs.

It also makes it an offence to sell or offer for sale or to purchase

or offer to purchase any person for any purpose. Penalties of

up to life imprisonment apply in respect of these offences. It

is also an offence for a person to solicit for prostitution a

person who s/he knows or has reasonable grounds for believing

is a trafficked person. The penalty on conviction on indictment

is an unlimited fine and up to five years imprisonment or both.

The Immigration, Residence and Protection Bill  – which is

before the Oireachtas at present – at Section 127, provides

for a period of recovery and reflection of 45 days (to be

increased to 60 at Report stage and already increased to 60

days on an administrative basis) in the State for alleged victims

of trafficking. In circumstances where the person trafficked

wishes to assist the Garda Síochána in any investigation or

prosecution in relation to the alleged trafficking, a further six

months period of residence, renewable, is available to enable

him or her to do so. An administrative arrangement, broadly

reflecting the provisions in the Bill, was introduced on 7 June

to provide for the period of recovery, reflection and residency

in the State during the period between the full enactment of

the provisions of the Immigration, Residence and Protection

Bill. Where the person is under the age of 18 years regard

will be had to the best interests of the child in the granting or

revoking of any temporary residence permission.

ADMINISTRATIVE MEASURES
The Anti-Human Trafficking Unit (AHTU) was established in

the Department of Justice, Equality and Law Reform in

February 2008 under the stewardship of an Executive

Director. The role of the Unit is to ensure that the Government’s

response to Trafficking in Human Beings is co-ordinated,

comprehensive and holistic. A key element of this strategy is

the development of a National Action Plan to Prevent and

Tackle Trafficking in Human Beings. Work is well advanced

on the drafting of the National Action Plan which is focusing

on: Prevention and Awareness Raising, Prosecution of Traffickers,

Protection of Victims and Child Trafficking.
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The main aim of the Plan will be to ensure that Ireland’s

response to trafficking in human beings is appropriate to the

nature and scale of the problem and in line with international

best practice. The Plan, when finalised, will set out structures

to facilitate ratification of the Council of Europe Convention on

Action against Trafficking in Human Beings and the UN Protocol

to Prevent, Suppress and Punish Trafficking in Persons

Especially Women and Children. 

An Interdepartmental High Level Group comprising representatives

from key Government Departments and Public Service Agencies

was set up to recommend the most appropriate and effective

response to Trafficking in Human Beings to the Minister for

Justice, Equality and Law Reform. The High Level Group will

approve the National Action Plan for submission to the Minister.

This Group is supported in its work by a Roundtable Forum which

meet every four months and by five Interdisciplinary Working
Groups (both fora totalling 34 stakeholders) dealing with:

Awareness Raising and Training

Development of a National Referral Mechanism (NRM)

Child Trafficking

Labour Exploitation Issues

Sexual Exploitation Issues

DATA STRATEGY
The true scale of Child Trafficking in Ireland, like many countries,

is unknown. This is due to the hidden nature of this crime and

the fact that there is a lack of reliable data available on the

issue at present. Efforts are currently underway to rectify this.

The Anti-Human Trafficking Unit has implemented, with effect

from 1 January 2009, a data collection strategy which is closely

modelled on data collection systems being developed at EU

level. The goal of this strategy is to collect information on

cases of possible/suspected victims of trafficking by means

of a standardised template from a variety of different sources

including NGOs, Garda Síochána, etc. Reporting agencies are

asked to report any cases of potential trafficking they encounter

to the AHTU. These cases are to broadly fit the definition of

trafficking as contained in the Criminal Law (Human Trafficking)

Act 2008. This information is then collated by the AHTU for

the purpose of providing reliable and useful data on the nature

and extent of trafficking in persons on an on-going basis. By

collecting such data and making it available to those involved in

anti-trafficking activities, the State will have a very valuable

resource at its disposal which will allow for the development

of more effective policies, help ensure that resources are allocated

where they are most needed and also have a more reliable marker

by which to judge any anti-trafficking initiatives that are undertaken.

The true extent of the problem in Ireland should become more

apparent as the Garda Síochána enforce the Criminal Law

(Human Trafficking) Act and as more people – the public and

Government officials – recognise the indicators of trafficking,

thus leading to greater levels of reporting of the problem.

SERVICES TO VICTIMS OF TRAFFICKING
Both child and adult victims who manage to escape from their

traffickers need a broad range of support measures to enable

them to recover from their traumatic experience and re-integrate

into society. It is therefore essential that the measures attend

to their physical, psychological and social needs for recovery

while taking into account the diversity of victims needs. 

Both child and adult victims
who manage to escape from
their traffickers need a broad
range of support measures to
enable them to recover from
their traumatic experience and
re-integrate into society. 

Potential or suspected victims of trafficking who are Irish nationals

have the same rights as any Irish citizen in relation to access

to social services, which includes access to health care,

accommodation, education and material assistance, among other

things. The Reception and Integration Agency, in conjunction with

the HSE, are providing services to non-national potential or

suspected victims referred to them by the Garda National

Immigration Bureau. They are provided with the same

accommodation and type of supports as that provided to newly

arrived asylum seekers in direct provision, i.e. accommodation

in a reception centre with voluntary access to an on site-medical

centre for medical screening and so on which is managed by the

HSE. The HSE then devise a care plan suited to the individual’s

needs. The Health Service Executive policy and operational

response in respect of children is being finalised at present. 

Arrangements are being finalised for the provision of legal

advice and legal aid by the Legal Aid Board in civil and

criminal cases.

In terms of access to the labour market, the State also provides

suspected victims of trafficking with an immigration stamp 3 during

the course of the 60 day recovery and reflection period.

Where a temporary residence permit is granted to a victim of

trafficking, an immigration stamp 4 can be issued which

permits access to the labour market.

GARDA SÍOCHÁNA INITIATIVES
An Garda Síochána has very recently established a Human

Trafficking Investigation and Co-ordination Unit within the

Garda National Immigration Bureau (GNIB). The role of the

Unit is to provide a lead in all policy issues in the area of

Human Trafficking. The Unit will be a centre of excellence for

an Garda Síochána and will oversee all investigations where

there is an element of human trafficking and will provide
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ChildLinks

advice, guidance and operational support for investigations.

In adopting a proactive approach to human trafficking, the

Garda Síochána has given priority to the issue of child

trafficking. This priority is evident in ‘Operation Snow’, an

operation undertaken by the GNIB, in 2007, designed to

prevent the trafficking of minors into, out of and within the

State; to ensure the welfare of suspected victims of such

criminal activity is adequately provided for; and to achieve

prosecutions where criminal activity of the nature concerned

has been detected.

The Garda Síochána has also placed particular importance

on ensuring its members receive training which will equip

them to tackle the phenomenon of human trafficking. A

continuous professional development training course entitled

‘Tackling Trafficking in Human Beings: Prevention, Protection

and Prosecution’ has been designed by the Garda Síochána,

assisted by the International Organisation for Migration (IOM)

and delivered to 250 members of An Garda Síochána.

Additionally, training in recognising the indicators of

trafficking, forms part of the final phase of training for all

recruit Gardaí and a further 520 probationer Gardaí have

received this training.

AWARENESS RAISING
Since July 2008, awareness raising training setting out the

indicators of human trafficking has been delivered to in

excess of 130 participants by the IOM with presentations by

the HSE, NGOs, the GNIB and the AHTU. Among those

who participated in the training were Labour Inspectors from

the National Employment Rights Authority (NERA);

Inspectors from the Private Security Authority; HSE

personnel; staff of the Irish Naturalisation and Immigration

Service and of the Office of the Refugee Applications

Commisssioner, Crime Victim’s Helpline, Probation Service,

Youth Detention Schools, Department of Enterprise, Trade

and Employment and Department of Social & Family Affairs. 

Ireland participates in a European initiative known as the
G6 Human trafficking Initiative, which includes the UK,

Poland, Italy, Spain and the Netherlands along with Interpol,

Europol and Eurojust. An awareness-raising campaign is

being or has been run in these six countries to raise

awareness of the problem of human trafficking with the public

and law enforcement agencies. The campaign in Ireland was

launched on 21 October, 2008 by the Minister for Justice,

Equality and Law Reform and the Garda Commissioner. The

key theme of the campaign is ‘Don’t Close Your Eyes to
Human Trafficking’ and the blue blindfold represents the risk

of people having their eyes closed and being unaware of the

crime that may be going on around them. Given the nature of

the crime, victims may be reluctant and frightened to come

forward. The campaign is designed to encourage the public

to share any suspicions or information on this crime with the

Gardaí who will then investigate them accordingly.

In line with the obligation in the Council of Europe Convention3

in relation to educational programmes on the issue of Human

Trafficking, the AHTU are continuing to work with the

Department of Education and Science. Sample case studies

and information supplied by IOM and the Migrants Rights

Centre of Ireland and other materials have been made

available to the National Co-ordinator of the Civil Social and

Political Education (CSPE) module in Secondary Schools

for distribution to teachers in selected schools on a trial basis

with a view to having the topic of Human Trafficking

addressed as part of the ‘Human Rights’ module of the

CSPE programme. It is anticipated that this can then be

rolled out on the CSPE curriculum for the 2009 academic

year in a series of 3–4 lessons over the year. 

The Anti Human Trafficking Unit has also set up a group on

the social networking site Facebook as part of planned

initiatives to reach as broad an audience as possible and

inform them of crime.

In order to combat this modern day form of slavery both the

public and the authorities need to be vigilant and aware that

the crime may exist in our communities, not just in big cities

and down dark alleys.

THE ANTI-HUMAN TRAFFICKING UNIT 
CAN BE CONTACTED
by email at ahtu@justice.ie or 
by telephone on 01-6028659
For more information on the blue blindfold campaign visit

www.blueblindfold.gov.ie
You are invited to join our Anti Human Trafficking Unit

group on Facebook.

1 Article 3(a) of the United Nations Protocol Against the Smuggling of Migrants by Land, Sea and Air 2000

2 UNGIFT – United Nations Global Initiative to Fight Human Trafficking

3 Council of Europe Convention on Action against Trafficking in Human Beings

REFERENCES
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Creating a system of

PROTECTION
for Suspected Victims

of Child Trafficking 

JYOTHI KANICS Separated Children’s Officer, Irish Refugee Council

Based on the UN definition of trafficking1, 

a trafficked child can be defined as any person 

under eighteen who is recruited, transported,

transferred, harboured or received for the 

purpose of exploitation, either within or 

outside a country, even if no element of 

coercion, deception, abuse of authority 

or any other form of abuse is used.2

Trafficking of children to Ireland has 

resulted in forced marriage, sexual 

exploitation and domestic servitude 

as well as other forms of labour 

exploitation and abuse.3
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While there have been significant steps taken recently to raise

awareness about trafficking of children and related exploitation

and abuse in Ireland4, there remains an urgent need to establish

a National Referral Mechanism5 to address the current gaps in

identification, referral and protection of suspect child victims

of trafficking. 

CASE STUDY: Nigerian youth found in brothel raid –
Kilkenny – Summer 2008

A case reported in the media6 last year is an illustrative

example of the need for a better response. A young female

was found during a raid on a suspected brothel in Kilkenny

at the end of June 2008. It was reported that Gardaí involved

suspected she was a child and a victim of trafficking.

Although the Child Care Act 1991 should apply in such

cases when there is a suspicion that a foreign national is a

separated child7 and the foreign national should be referred

into the care of the Health Service Executive (HSE), the

response in this case was that the girl was arrested. She

was charged with failing to produce a valid passport or

other form of identification on demand when requested to

do so by Gardaí and was brought to Kilkenny Garda station

for questioning on suspicion of running a brothel. 

The girl was subsequently sent to Dóchas Centre, Mountjoy

Women’s Prison, in Dublin. Almost a month later, she was

placed in the care of the HSE. The girl last appeared at

Court in mid-August and later went missing from HSE

care, failing to turn up to Court in September 2008.

Reportedly, she has not been found yet and has become

one of the many children missing from HSE care.8

How can we ensure that this – arrest, detention, disappearance

from care – does not happen again?

While a comprehensive National Action Plan is currently being

prepared by the Irish Government9, this article will focus on a

few key areas where improvements are sought to ensure better

identification and protection as well as long-term safety and

stability for trafficked children. The Government has indicated

that it is committed to be in a position to ratify the Council of

Europe Convention on Action against Trafficking in Human

Beings (CoE Convention) in 2009. Specific obligations in

line with the CoE Convention are highlighted below.

IDENTIFICATION, AGE ASSESSMENT AND REFERRAL
As identification is a process where a variety of participants

may have the initial contact with a suspected victim, procedures

should ensure collaboration with relevant support organisations

such as key non-governmental service providers involved in

the identification process. In line with international good

practice, such support organisations should be authorised to

make a preliminary identification to ensure immediate access

to necessary services and protection. The Ombudsman for

Children has advocated that members of An Garda Síochána

should be assisted by other professionals with expertise in

dealing with child victims of trauma when identifying suspected

victims of trafficking. In cases involving suspected child victims

of trafficking, protocols should be developed clarifying co-

operation between key stakeholders such as immigration

officials and social workers, while emphasising that child

protection must come first. 

As highlighted in the case study above, age assessment is often

an essential step in proper identification. The CoE Convention

states that when the age of the victim is uncertain and there

are reasons to believe that the victim is a child, he or she should

be presumed to be a child and should be accorded special

protection measures pending verification of his/her age.

While there is currently no clear policy on age assessment,

according to the provisions of the Immigration, Residence

and Protection Bill 2008, an immigration officer or member

of the Garda Síochána is deemed responsible to assess the

age the person concerned. It is only required from the

immigration officer to have “reasonable grounds” or that “it

appears to him/her” that the person is 18 years of age or

over. It is unclear what happens if age is disputed and it is not

required to give the benefit of the doubt to a person who may

be under 18 years of age. 

The Irish Human Rights Commission considers that where an

age assessment is deemed necessary, it must be carried out

in a child-sensitive and gender-sensitive manner by a social worker

or other qualified professional with the appropriate expertise.

The Law Society has also recommended that an objective

age assessment procedure with appropriate guidelines and

with formal provision for appeal or review be put in place. 

The Ombudsman for Children recommends that explicit

provision be made in the Bill for age determination procedures

to be carried out in accordance with international standards

such as General Comment No 6 of the UN Committee on

the Rights of the Child10 and that children be given the benefit

of the doubt in relation to their age. 

The UN Committee on the Rights of the Child calls for prioritised

identification of a child as separated or unaccompanied

immediately upon arrival at ports of entry or as soon as their

presence in the country becomes known to the authorities. In

this context, age assessment should not only take into account

the physical appearance of the individual, but also his or her

psychological maturity.  

UNHCR suggests that the final Immigration, Residence and

Protection Act should clarify that the benefit of the doubt in

age determination should always be given to the child, so that

de facto detention of minors can be avoided.11 UNHCR and

Save the Children published the Separated Children in Europe

Programme Statement of Good Practice12 where age-

assessment is addressed as set out below. Age-assessment 

includes physical, developmental, psychological and cultural

factors. In cases of doubt there should be a presumption that

someone claiming to be less than 18 years of age will

provisionally be treated as such. 
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AGE ASSESSMENT – GOOD PRACTICE GUIDELINES
Age assessment is a process – it should not simply happen

quickly at the border. The Irish Refugee Council recommends

that age assessment measures be proposed and implemented

that will meet with international good practice standards. 

Minimum standards from the EU Council Directive 2005/85/

EC – Procedures Directive – should be incorporated into

Irish legislation including:

Informing separated children of the possibility that their

age may be determined by medical examination. 

Obtaining consent for the examination from the child

and/or his/her representative/guardian.

Telling the child, in a language that s/he may reasonably be

expected to understand, about the method of examination.

Explaining possible implications of the examination results

and the consequences of refusing to take the test.

Making the best interests of the child a primary

consideration in this process. 

Ideally, when an individual’s stated age is disputed, age should

be assessed by an independent panel of experts including

a social worker, a general practitioner and a psychologist,

who have expertise in child and adolescent behaviour and

who have been trained in child-friendly interview techniques.

Furthermore, the Separated Children in Europe Programme

stresses that:

The margin of error for each age assessment test should

be considered and the individual should be given the

benefit of the doubt in disputed cases.

A guardian should be appointed before the testing and

agree with the proposed process.

When age is disputed, the individual concerned should

be placed in special accommodation during the testing

period and for the duration of any appeal process.

Ideally, different methods should be combined and

balanced to assess an individual’s age.

There should be the possibility to appeal the age

determination decision.

Where an applicant’s stated age is disputed they should

be exempt from removal until after the initial decision

regarding their age and any subsequent appeal of this

decision has been considered.

SAFE AND PROTECTIVE ENVIRONMENT
The CoE Convention further states that each party shall take specific

measures to reduce children’s vulnerability to trafficking, notably

by creating a protective environment for them. Furthermore, in

the case of trafficked children, the reflection and recovery period

as well as temporary residency should always be granted and

renewed in accordance with their best interests.13 With regards to

assistance of victims, each party shall ensure that services are

provided on a consensual and informed basis, taking due account of

the special needs of persons in a vulnerable position and the rights

of children in terms of accommodation, education and appropriate

health care.14 A child victim shall be afforded special protection

measures taking into account the best interests of the child.15

Suspected child victims of trafficking may be with their family

in Ireland or may be separated children. Special protection

should be granted when the child is separated from his/her

family. It is urgent that the HSE end its discriminatory policy

and start providing equitable treatment and care for separated

children16 including safe accommodation and special protection

for suspected trafficked children.

According to the convention, as soon as a separated or

unaccompanied child is identified as a victim, the Irish

government should:

Provide for representation of the child by a legal guardian,

organisation or authority which shall act in the best interests

of that child.

Take the necessary steps to establish his/her identity

and nationality.

Make every effort to locate his/her family when this is in

the best interests of the child.17

Finally, a suspected victim of trafficking should not be criminalised

or re-victimised.18 The Irish Government should provide for

the possibility of not imposing penalties on victims for their

involvement in unlawful activities, to the extent that they have

been compelled to do so. In particular, this would include non-

punishment for immigration-related offences such as failure

to provide an identity document as in the case noted above.

FORMAL BEST INTERESTS DETERMINATION 
The best interests principle, which is enshrined in the UN

Convention on the Rights of the Child, states that: In all actions
concerning children, whether undertaken by public or private
social welfare institutions, courts of law, administrative authorities
or legislative bodies, the best interests of the child shall be a
primary consideration.

The 1997 UNHCR Guidelines on Policies and Procedures
in Dealing with Unaccompanied Children Seeking Asylum19

recommends the use of “panels in charge of considering on a

case-by-case basis which solution is in the best interests of

the child.” According to the UNHCR’s Guidelines on Determining
the Best Interests of the Child, the best interests determination

is a formal process with strict procedural guidelines, conducted

by a multidisciplinary panel with decision-making based on

information gathering and participation of the child.20

According to the UNHCR Guidelines, the decision maker is

required to weigh and balance all the relevant factors, giving

appropriate weight to different rights and obligations, so that

a comprehensive decision can be made that best protects the

rights of the child concerned. In its General Comment No. 6
the Committee on the Rights of the Child emphasises that: 

“A determination of what is in the best interests of the child
requires a clear and comprehensive assessment of the child’s
identity, including her or his nationality, upbringing, ethnic,
cultural and linguistic background, particular vulnerabilities
and protection needs.” 21

The determination “should be carried out in a friendly and safe

atmosphere by qualified professionals who are trained in age and

gender sensitive related interviewing techniques”.22 When balancing

the competing rights of the child, key factors that should be

considered include: the views of the child and family members,

risk of harm, possibilities for family reunion and the development

needs of the child including cultural and educational rights. 
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There is a need for a detailed formal procedure to be put in

place regarding how to determine the best interests of the

child. The UNHCR’s Guidelines on Determining the Best
Interests of the Child can serve as a framework as regards

information gathering, child participation and the establishment

of a multidisciplinary panel including experts such as the

child’s guardian, legal representative, child welfare officer or

social worker and psychologist.23

It is recommended that the process of information gathering

include: verification of existing and documented information

on the child; age and gender sensitive interviews; reliable

country of origin information and expert opinions.

The formal best interests determination will determine the

best interests of the separated child with a view to securing

long term safety and stability for the child having regard to all

relevant factors and, in particular, may recommend that:

1 A protection application be made on behalf of the child

– particularly when there may be a strong claim due to

child specific persecution.24

2 Proceedings be taken on behalf of the child.

3 A residence permission (including a renewable residence

permission) be granted to the child subject to such

conditions as may be specified.

4 A long term residence be granted to the child on

humanitarian grounds.

5 The family of the child be traced, if this has not already

been done.

6 The child be sent to another state.

7 The child be placed:

with adult relatives

with a foster family

in a centre specialised in accommodation for children or

in other accommodation suitable for children

if this has not already been done.

8 Such other steps as may be specified be taken.

The HSE and other relevant statutory agencies should take

the necessary steps to implement the recommended action

following the formal best interests determination.

With respect to decisions regarding possible return of a child,

the CoE Convention states that child victims shall not be

returned to a State, if there is indication, following a risk and

security assessment, that such return would not be in the best

interests of the child.25

CONCLUSION
It is hoped that these issues will be addressed in the framework

of the co-operative Working Groups convened and facilitated

by the Anti-Human Trafficking Unit of the Department of Justice,

Equality and Law Reform and that real progress will be made so

that trafficked children in Ireland will receive protection ensuring

their future safety and stability in line with their best interests.

CONTACT Irish Refugee Council Second Floor, Ballast House, Aston Quay, Dublin 2

Phone: 00 353 1 764 5854 • Fax: 00 353 1 672 5927 • E-mail: info@irishrefugeecouncil.ie • www.irishrefugeecouncil.ie

1 United Nations. Protocol to Prevent, Suppress and Punish Trafficking in Persons,

especially Women and Children, supplementing the Convention against Transnational

Organised Crime (2000). http://www.uncjin.org/Documents/Conventions/dcatoc/

final_documents_2/convention_%20traff_eng.pdf

2 Save the Children/Separated Children in Europe Programme (2007).

Position Paper on Preventing and Responding to Trafficking of Children in Europe.

http://www.savethechildren.net/separated_children/publications/reports/index.html

3 Conroy, Pauline. International Organization for Migration (August, 2003).

Trafficking in Unaccompanied Minors in Ireland. http://www.iomdublin.org/Publications

/Trafficking%20in%20Unaccompanied%20Minors%20in%20Ireland.pdf  

4 Kanics, Jyothi. Studies: An Irish Quarterly Review (Winter, 2008). Child Trafficking

in Ireland. http://www.studiesirishreview.ie/j/page674

5 OSCE/ODIHR (2004). National Referral Mechanisms: Joining Efforts to Protect

the Rights of Trafficked Persons. A Practical Handbook.

http://www.osce.org/publications/odihr/2004/05/12351_131_en.pdf

6 The Irish Times. 10 September 2008.  Dara De Faoite and Ruadhán Mac

Cormaic. ‘Nigerian girl trafficked for sex trade goes missing from HSE’

http://www.irishtimes.com/newspaper/frontpage/2008/0910/1220919678635.html

The Irish Times. 9 July 2008. Ruadhán Mac Cormaic. ‘Gardaí believe teenage girl was trafficked’

http://www.irishtimes.com/newspaper/ireland/2008/0709/1215537641783.html 

7 'Separated children' are children under 18 years of age who are outside their

country of origin and separated from both parents, or their previous/legal

customary primary care giver.

8 According to the figures furnished by the Minister’s officials, 5,369 referrals were made

to the HSE and 2,536 children were placed in care between 2000 and 2007. Of the

441 children who went missing, 53 are accounted for. http://debates.oireachtas.ie/D

Debate.aspx?F=JUS20080429.xml&Node=H2&Page=3

9 Department of Justice, Equality and Law Reform Press release (07/02/2008)

http://www.justice.ie/en/JELR/Pages/Appointment%20of%20Executive%20Dire

ctor%20of%20new%20Anti%20Human%20Trafficking%20Unit 

10 United Nations Committee on the Rights of the Child (2005). General Comment

No 6 on Treatment of Unaccompanied and Separated Children outside their

Country of Origin http://www.unhchr.ch/TBS/doc.nsf/7cec89369c43a6dfc1256a2

a0027ba2a/532769d21fcd8302c1257020002b65d9/$FILE/G0543805.pdf

11 UNHCR. UNHCR’s Comments on the Immigration, Residence and Protection Bill

2008. http://www.unhcr.ie/pdf/UNHCR_Comments_IRP_2008.pdf

12 Save the Children and UNHCR. Separated Children in Europe Programme (2004).

Statement of Good Practice, 3rd Edition.

http://www.savethechildren.net/separated_children/good_practice/index.html

13 Council of Europe Convention on Action against Trafficking in Human Beings, Art 14

14 Council of Europe Convention on Action against Trafficking in Human Beings, Art 12(7)

15 Council of Europe Convention on Action against Trafficking in Human Beings, Art 28(3)

16 Corbett, Maria. Working Notes (November 2008). Hidden Children: the Story of State

Care for Separated Children. http://www.cfj.ie/content/view/374/1/ 

17 Council of Europe Convention on Action against Trafficking in Human Beings, Art 10

18 European Commission (2009). Proposal for a Framework Decision on preventing and

combating trafficking in human beings, and protecting victims, repealing Framework

Decision 2002/629/JHA http://europa.eu/rapid/pressReleasesAction.do?reference=

MEMO/09/131&format=HTML&aged=0&language=EN&guiLanguage=en

19 UNHCR (1997). Guidelines on Policies and Procedures in Dealing with Unaccompanied

Children Seeking Asylum. http://www.unhcr.org/cgi-bin/texis/vtx/refworld/rwmain?page=

search&docid=3ae6b3360

20 UNHCR (May 2006). UNHCR Guidelines on Formal Determination of the Best

Interests of the Child. http://www.unhcr.org/cgi-bin/texis/vtx/refworld/rwmain?page=

search&docid=447d5bf24

21 UN CRC General Comment No. 6, para. 20

22 UN CRC General Comment No. 6, para. 20

23 Irish Refugee Council (April 2008). Ensuring Protection for Separated Children: The

Irish Refugee Council’s Submission on Provisions of the Immigration, Residence and

Protection Bill 2008 related to the Protection of Separated Children.

http://www.irishrefugeecouncil.ie

24 Kanics, Jyothi (2008). Realising International Protection for Children.

http://tdh-childprotection.org/content/view/837/

25 Council of Europe Convention on Action against Trafficking in Human Beings, Art 16

REFERENCES



14

TRAFFICKING OF
CHILDREN IN UK
A very steep learning curve

CHRISTINE BEDDOE Director, ECPAT UK

ECPAT UK has led the way in establishing that

children are trafficked into, within and out of

the UK. Studies in 2001 and 2004 looked at

levels of awareness and the identification by

social workers of children who were trafficked

in the London Boroughs. This was followed in

2007 by the publication of Missing Out; A

Study of Child Trafficking in the North-West,

North-East and West Midlands, a research

partnership between ECPAT UK and Save

The Children. This report brought to light the

significant numbers of trafficked children who

go missing from local authority care. In 2007,

UNICEF and ECPAT UK published ‘Rights

Here: Rights Now’, an insight into UK policy

and practice on safeguarding child victims of

trafficking in the UK. Recently, ECPAT UK and

the Children’s Commissioner of Wales

published ‘Bordering on Concern’ to explore

whether there is an evidence base on child

trafficking in Wales. Although the situation is

fluid, it appears that the majority of children are

trafficked to the UK from China, West Africa

and Vietnam, often transiting in countries along

the way. Children are trafficked for sexual

exploitation, domestic servitude, other forms of

forced labour, cannabis cultivation, organised

begging, benefit fraud and forced marriage.
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ChildLinks

From the original discovery of child trafficking in South East

England in 1995, ECPAT UK now receives queries about

possible cases from England, Wales, Scotland and Northern

Ireland. In part, this is attributed to the tightening of security in

some of the London ports, which has led to an increase in

children entering via regional ports. There is also the movement

of children within the UK and across national borders.

Moreover trafficking is no longer confined to urban areas;

children have been identified in much smaller rural towns and

villages. Children and young people who have been trafficked

are extremely vulnerable even after they have been placed in

care. Many will have experienced at least one form of abuse

and some have spoken about being raped, beaten, tortured,

deprived of their basic needs and enslaved. Trafficked

children and young people are moved from their country of

origin to one or more new countries by individuals or gangs

who have tricked or deceived them. It is essential that when

they are found, they not only receive the full care and

protection of the statutory services but that they also find

someone who they can trust.

The ‘culture of disbelief’ 

is the most significant

barrier to identification 

and protection.

Yet, as ECPAT UK research has found all across the UK, there

are gaps in protection leaving children vulnerable and isolated.

In part this is due to three core issues: attitudes, knowledge

and practice. Case evidence shows that for identification to

happen it is vital for practitioners to believe that child trafficking

can occur in their local area. This is an individual as well as an

organisational responsibility. The ‘culture of disbelief’ is the

most significant barrier to identification and protection. Although

the UK Government has numerous guidance documents and

a National Action Plan on Trafficking, far too few practitioners

even know they exist, in part because their agencies have not

accepted that child trafficking is something they would ever

have to deal with and so no training has been offered and no

management support provided. 

For many children, the professionals first see the ‘asylum

seeking child’ and do not entertain the possibility that the child

could be trafficked. Children’s life stories are often disbelieved

and their ages disputed. Once this pathway begins, the process

of identifying the trafficked child becomes much harder and

the child loses trust, becomes more wary of authority and is

likely to go missing. While the statutory safeguarding framework

has been used quite well for protection plans with some

children, others have been left vulnerable through a lack of

referral or assessment, with anywhere up to 60% of suspected

trafficked children having gone missing from Local Authority

care over the last few years.

If attitudes and knowledge are rudimentary, then the process

of safeguarding trafficked children and promoting their welfare

becomes fraught with difficulties. This impact of this on multi-

agency co-operation on cases is revealing. Co-operation

between Local Authority child protection teams, police and

immigration services is often described as patchy even

though there is well defined multi-agency guidance available. 

CULTURAL RELATIVISM
Situations have been described to ECPAT UK during

research and training where action was not taken because of

a desire to avoid offending someone’s cultural inheritance.

Certain behaviours or practices were described to us as

‘cultural in origin’ so services did not fully intervene despite

concerns of exploitation. Thus, it was regarded as ‘not

unusual’ for Roma children to wash cars, or for Pakistani girls

to be married and become mothers at a very young age, or

for Bangladeshi boys to live with strangers in a take-away.

In three cases discussed during ECPAT UK research in

Wales in 2008, investigations into allegations of sexual exploitation

did not take place because the offence had occurred abroad.

With one girl, no referral was made regarding her giving birth

at 13 years of age, as the baby was thought to have been

conceived in Pakistan, “where the Sexual Offences Act 2003

does not apply” according to one Local Authority participant.

Irrespective of where conception took place, this child should

have been subject to child protection procedures given the

serious nature of the offence in the UK. The position is clearly

laid out in the Sexual Offences Act 2003:

“Sexual activity with a child under 13 is never acceptable and

that – regardless of the circumstances – children of this age

can never legally give their consent. All penetrative sex of a

child under 13 will automatically be classified as rape, with a

maximum penalty of life in prison1” 

Notwithstanding concerns of rape, there were also concerns

about forced marriage and the fact that this child was in the

UK without anyone taking full responsibility for her. The lack

of a child protection response in this case to an offence of

statutory rape begs the question: Would the response have

been different if the child was a UK citizen? 

Far too few organisations and authorities have had access to

training to deal with children from other cultural backgrounds.

As a result, myths and rumours define notions of childhood in

other countries, often preventing a more inquisitorial

approach to child protection. 
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CASE STUDY

(Taken from Bordering on Concern: Child Trafficking in

Wales, 2009)

Dalal (not her real name) is a young person from China.

Dalal told her support worker in Wales that she was given

away as a child to foster parents because she was female. The

foster parents later sold her to a female trafficker in China

who kept her locked up with many other girls. Dalal was then

passed on to a man who took her on a ship to another

destination, where she was passed on to another man. This

man kept Dalal locked up for some time; he did not harm her

but she was made to watch videos of children being beaten.

This man then brought her to the UK by plane and warned

her to tell anyone who asked her age that she was 21, and that

if she did not she would be returned to China. When they

arrived at Heathrow, Dalal hid in the lavatories until she was

found by security. Dalal had a passport with her which stated

that she was 21 years old; however she claimed to be 16.

Dalal was treated as an adult by UK Border Agency (UKBA)

who sent her to a city in Wales where she was placed in

initial Home Office accommodation. Soon afterwards, Dalal

was required to move to another city in Wales by UKBA and

was placed in accommodation with several adult females. 

The voluntary sector organisations that came into contact

with Dalal expressed concern at how young she appeared

to be and estimated that her true age was between 15 to

16 years. Dalal was age assessed by social services who

concluded that she was over 18; a subsequent medical

assessment was inconclusive. 

Voluntary sector agencies were concerned at her history and

current vulnerabilities. At least three referrals were made to

the local authority social work team and to the police. A child

protection strategy meeting was held and it was agreed

that a police officer would visit Dalal and talk to her about her

experiences. Given the concerns about the case, a number

of agencies and professionals became involved, including

the Children’s Commissioner’s Office for Wales. For over two

months, the Office repeatedly asked for information and

for the relevant police force to visit, but no visit took place. 

Then it was reported that Dalal had a man staying with her in

the accommodation. The housing manager went to investigate

and found a Chinese man hiding in her wardrobe. Dalal

claimed that he was her brother but it is thought by at least

one of the voluntary agencies involved that he was the

trafficker. Shortly afterwards, Dalal disappeared and is now

officially recorded as a missing person. 

Subsequently, the Children’s Commissioner for Wales has

written to the relevant police force to request a full case

review. Their response showed that, in their opinion:

“…there is no evidence that Dalal is or ever has been in

danger from traffickers.” 

The letter continues:  

“…her removal from Heathrow to Wales would mean that

it is highly unlikely that she is at risk from traffickers whilst

in the UK and so our assessment is that her absence is

deliberate on her part to avoid deportation.”

The case of Dalal highlights many of the key issues that can

influence service provision for trafficked children. These include

the impact of being subject to an age dispute, lack of co-

operation between relevant agencies, differing thresholds in

identifying trafficking, and the precedence that the immigration

status of children takes over their needs to be safeguarded.

A determination of what is in the

best interests of the child requires 

a clear and comprehensive

assessment of the child’s identity,

including his or her nationality,

upbringing, ethnic, cultural and

linguistic background, particular

vulnerabilities and protection needs.

KEEPING CHILDREN SAFE
In 2009 the UK government rolled out an identification and

assessment toolkit for trafficked children. The assessment tool

is much welcomed and is now being piloted by Local Authority’s

across London (http://www.londonscb.gov.uk/trafficking/). However,

much more work needs to be done at a very practical level to

keep children safe. There are still no safe houses for trafficked

children and asylum applications of trafficked children are

routinely rejected placing many vulnerable children in crisis at

the thought of returning to an unsafe environment.

ECPAT UK continues to lobby the UK government for a system

of guardianship for trafficked children as we, and other children’s

organisations, believe that this is the only way that trafficked

children will receive their full entitlements to protection and

care. The best interests of the child should be the key element

in any decision or action affecting the child victim of trafficking

from the moment of identification until a durable solution is

found. It is a continuous process and a primary consideration

in the search for short and long-term solutions. 

A determination of what is in the best interests of the child

requires a clear and comprehensive assessment of the child’s

identity, including his or her nationality, upbringing, ethnic,

cultural and linguistic background, particular vulnerabilities

and protection needs. The United Nations High Commissioner

for Refugees (UNHCR) published the UNHCR Guidelines

on Formal Determination of the Best Interests of the Child

(2006) outlining the procedures and principles for “Best 
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Interests Determinations” – when to make such a determination,

who should make it and how the criteria should be applied.

The “Best Interests Determination” is applicable to all children

of concern to UNHCR, and special attention should be given

to separated and unaccompanied children. The best interests

of the child is described as:

“A formal process with specific procedural safeguards

and documentation requirements that is conducted for

certain children of concern to UNHCR, whereby a

decision-maker is required to weigh and balance all

the relevant factors of a particular case, giving

appropriate weight to the rights and obligations

recognised in the CRC and other human rights

instruments, so that a comprehensive decision can be

made that best protects the rights of children.”

GUARDIANSHIP
The role of a guardian is not the same as that of a legal

representative or social worker. According to the UNHCR,

the guardian “will act as a link between the child and

specialist agencies or individuals who would provide the

continuum of care required by the child”. According to the

2004 Statement of Good Practice by the Separated

Children in Europe Programme, guardians should have

“relevant childcare expertise and an understanding of the

special and cultural needs of separated children. They should

receive training and professional support, and undergo

police reference checks.”

According to the UNICEF Reference Guide on Protecting

the Rights of Child Victims of Trafficking in Europe, a guardian

should be appointed as soon as a child is identified as a

probable victim of trafficking or there are reasonable grounds

to believe that the person is a child and a victim of trafficking.

Trafficked children can enter the country as a separated child,

but that is not always the case. Therefore, it is important to

make the distinction between separated or unaccompanied

children and trafficked children.

ECPAT UK believes that child victims of trafficking should be

appointed a professional guardian who has a statutory duty

to support the child in their legal, practical and emotional

needs and who can advocate on their behalf. The guardian is

an advocate for the child to ensure actions are taken in the

child’s best interests. Therefore it is important that a guardian

is appointed as soon as the child is identified as a victim, so

that the guardian reaches the child within a matter of hours.

The child should remain under the responsibility of the

guardian until a durable solution is found. Agencies or

individuals whose interests could conflict with those of the

child, or any institution or individual who is accused of or

complicit in the trafficking of the child, cannot be eligible for

guardianship. The guardian should be appointed by an

independent guardianship service, which can act in the best

interest of the child and will monitor the guardian. It is

important that guardians are accountable to guardianship

services and not directly to government ministries or law

enforcement agencies such as a Ministry of the Interior,

immigration service or police.

The UNICEF Guidelines state that guardians must have

relevant child protection experience, knowledge of child

rights/human rights, and an understanding of the specific

needs of child victims, including those specific to gender. In

appointing a guardian, the competent authority shall give due

weight to the child’s views and shall keep the child informed. 

Article 10 of the Council of Europe Convention on Action

Against Human Trafficking obliges States to provide measures

when they deal with cases of child victims of trafficking who

are unaccompanied children. Hence, States must provide for

the representation of the child by a legal guardian, organisation

or authority which is responsible to act in the best interest of

the child.

Guardianship is not the only answer to providing protection

to trafficked children but it is a mechanism for ensuring that

each child receives individual care and protection on the basis

of the best interest of the child. To date the UK government has

rejected the idea of a system of guardianship for trafficked

children, however, we will continue to campaign for this and

other international best practice measures to protect the most

vulnerable children.

ChildLinks
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NO 
WAY 
OF 
LIFE HAZEL JAMES 

Child Trafficking Unit, Child Exploitation and Online Protection (CEOP)

Centre, UK

INTRODUCTION
The Child Exploitation and Online Protection (CEOP) Centre

is a national police agency focused on tackling the sexual abuse

of children. Set up in April 2006, CEOP works alongside

national and international law enforcement agencies, the child

protection and education communities, government departments

and NGOs alike to highlight, identify, investigate and prevent

the exploitation of children in both online and offline environments.

This joint approach combines the knowledge, expertise,

experience, ability to act and impact of various front-line

agencies who are uniquely placed to make a real positive

difference in locating and safeguarding vulnerable children.

Child abuse and child exploitation manifests itself in a variety

of forms and within a myriad of circumstances. An increasingly

worrying phenomenon that is being tackled by the government

and various front line agencies is that of child trafficking. 

The trafficking of a child for exploitation is incomprehensible

to most people; however there are some who simply regard

children as commodities and who traffic and abuse them for

their own benefit without thought for how their actions affect the

children at all. Indeed, the emotional, mental and physical impact

of trafficking and exploitation is not to be underestimated. 

Children are not a
commodity. They are 
not an item that should 
be bought and sold and 
yet such trade is a sad 
fact of life.
The fact that child trafficking is child abuse is made clear by

Jim Gamble, the Chief Executive of the CEOP Centre and

Association of Chief Police Officers (ACPO) lead for Child

Abuse Investigation, Child Trafficking and other child protection

related portfolios:

“Children are not a commodity. They are not an item that

should be bought and sold and yet such trade is a sad fact of

life. That they are trafficked into this country for exploitation is

abhorrent and often has a lifelong and devastating impact on

the victims. This is child abuse and must stop.”

To that end, a dedicated Child Trafficking Unit (CTU) was set

up within CEOP to provide a specialist, child focused and

protective approach to tackling this crime.
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Working alongside law enforcement partners, the UK Human

Trafficking Centre (UKHTC), the Serious Organised Crime

Agency (SOCA), the UK Border Agency (UKBA), specialist

charities and NGOs, the CEOP Child Trafficking Unit provides

a focal point for the production and dissemination of knowledge,

information and understanding on the nature and scale of the

trafficking of children in the UK, along with policy, guidance

and training on the best responses to the problems identified. 

Every year the Child Trafficking Unit produces the national

strategic intelligence picture as it relates to child trafficking.

Using information gathered from law enforcement, children’s

services and NGOs in the UK, this analysis is used to inform

operational deployments and policy makers alike. 

CEOP SCOPING REPORT
Methods and Purposes of Trafficking
In 2007, CEOP published the first Scoping Report of its

kind. Using information provided by police forces, UKBA and

NGOs, this report identified 330 children who were thought

to have been trafficked into the UK. From this information, the

report sought to establish some of the reasons why children

are trafficked into the UK, as well as the ages and backgrounds

of these children, identifying any significant trends and themes

in order to help understand this crime. 

Children trafficked, or suspected to have been trafficked to the

UK, come from a range of backgrounds, all of which highlight

various vulnerabilities within their home countries. In the

context of growing migratory trends throughout the world and

specifically to the UK and a lack of security in many countries

of origin, these children are particularly vulnerable to the

growing globalisation of exploitation. Significantly, children

identified in the Report who had already become victims of

trafficking were most vulnerable to being re-trafficked. 

The ports and methods of entry were not very clear for all the

cases. Of the 330 children, 140 were recorded as having

entered the UK through an airport. Sixty-five children were

recorded to have entered the UK through seaports. Five children

were reported to have entered by train from the Eurotunnel

and for the rest (119 children) the type of port used to enter

the UK is not known. 

Chinese children, both boys and girls, were identified as a

specific group of children being trafficked into the UK. Many

are known to enter the country, claim asylum and go missing

from local authority care. There is warranted concern that

such children are finding themselves in exploitative situations

such as closed community brothels as well as illegal street

trade. There is also an established profile of Western African

girls being brought into the UK for sexual exploitation. For

Vietnamese young people, a common theme surrounding is

enforced criminality through being exploited in cannabis

cultivation plants. Trafficked Roma children are commonly put

to work on the streets of the UK, begging and pick-pocketing.

Whether trafficked children have entered the UK legally or

illegally, clandestinely or on false or fraudulently obtained

documents, the common theme linking all cases is the

element of control that the trafficker or facilitator exerts over

the trafficked child. A child’s vulnerability is heightened due to

their young age, lack of local language skills and unclear

immigration status. Traffickers often resort to much stronger

methods of control such as being bonded in debt to the

trafficker-agent, sometimes to the extent of tens of thousands

of pounds, for their transportation to the UK. This often

includes transport, accommodation, food, false documents,

administration fees and other costs. In such scenarios the

child is put to ‘work’ to pay off an ever-increasing debt to a

trafficker. Cultural practices such as voodoo, the occult and

juju are also abused to manipulate children, as are threats to

harm the child or their family, coercion and deceit.

Whether trafficked children have

entered the UK legally or illegally,

clandestinely or on false or

fraudulently obtained documents, 

the common theme linking all cases 

is the element of control that the

trafficker or facilitator exerts over 

the trafficked child. A child’s vulnerability

is heightened due to their young age,

lack of local language skills and

unclear immigration status.

Physical and sexual violence is a common occurrence in the

trafficking of children. This finding has been further substantiated

by the case data documented. The highest incidence of

physical and sexual violence has been recorded within the

groups of Eastern European and Russian girls and Western

and Eastern African girls. Children describe being repeatedly

raped and gang raped, physically beaten and injured as well

as burnt by cigarettes. Often the victims are beaten in front of

each other in order to instigate fear in and to the whole group.

One West African girl recollected being raped by her captor

every day and being beaten in her stomach regularly over the

course of months because she had become pregnant. Girls

have recalled injuries to their vagina and regular stomach

aches after being raped. The most severe forms of sexual

violence have been drawn out of those children trafficked for

sexual exploitation. However, victims of domestic servitude

have also regularly reported being sexually abused, raped

and physically abused in the homes they are exploited in. One

West African girl reported that she had witnessed her

trafficker murder her mother before trafficking her to the UK.
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Victims are hardly able to seek medical help and perhaps only

do so when they are seriously ill or injured. In a few cases,

this is how they have come to the attention of the authorities. 

Children are being trafficked into the UK for a variety of

purposes. Some children are trafficked for sexual exploitation,

others are trafficked for reasons such as forced marriage,

domestic servitude, illegal adoption, labour exploitation and

enforced criminality in areas such as benefit fraud, general

street crime and begging, drug trafficking and cannabis

cultivation. The important point to note is that once a child is a

‘commodity’, traffickers have the scope to exploit them in a

number of ways – an individual child’s exploitation is not

limited to one particular type. Traffickers move children both

across international boundaries and within a country’s

borders to meet the market’s requirements for their services. 

Traffickers of children seem to vary between those who are

highly organised and linked with other organised crime,

particularly immigration and vice, and those that are individually

opportunistic and have trafficked a child on a more informal

basis. Traffickers from Albania and China seem to be the

most sophisticated and organised. Informal trafficking, on the

other hand, tends to be mainly in regard to exploitation in

domestic servitude as well as some instances of sexual

exploitation. Trafficking for domestic servitude is often carried

out by families that bring over children from source countries

in order to look after their own children and family members.

Common signs that a child may have 
been trafficked include:

Children who seem confused about their living

arrangements, or how they came to be in the country.

Adults who appear to be controlling a child's ability to

communicate with others or take part in normal life.

A child being looked after by adults whose relationship

to them is unclear.

A young person who regularly goes missing from local

authority care and turns up at different locations around

the country.

A child who is known to regularly beg for money or is

linked to criminal activity.

A child who has not been enrolled at a school,

registered with a GP and whose contact with social

services is being hampered by their supposed carer.

VICTIM IDENTIFICATION
Victim identification at the earliest possible stage is essential

in protecting trafficked children and any child’s vulnerability is

heightened during a crisis situation such as a natural disaster.

Vulnerable children who find themselves alone in the world

having lost their friends and family are at risk of falling prey to

traffickers who offer hope of a new life either abroad or

elsewhere within the country’s borders. Even those children

who migrate as Unaccompanied Asylum Seekers are subject

to the risk of being trafficked once they have safely arrived in

the country in which they are claiming asylum. The risk is

ever-present, particularly with regards to vulnerable children

with no family to support and protect them.

Identifying child victims of trafficking is difficult for a multitude

of reasons. Notwithstanding that this crime is covert by

nature, the grooming of the children by traffickers is so

effective that many children do not realise they are victims. 

The Child Trafficking Advice and Information Line
The Child Trafficking Advice and Information Line (CTAIL –

0800 107 7057) is an NSPCC helpline for front-line

practitioners who suspect a child or a young person may have

been trafficked and therefore require advice or assistance in

helping that child or young person. CTAIL works with children

and young people from various countries and backgrounds

and are made aware of a range of disturbing circumstances

on a daily basis with which they are able to provide guidance

and assistance. 

Recent, and not altogether uncommon, cases dealt
with by CTAIL have included a 13 year old girl who was
recovered from a brothel during a police operation; a
16 year old Vietnamese boy who was found during a
raid of a house where cannabis cultivation was taking
place; and an 11 year old Chinese girl who had been
found working in a shop and providing domestic
labour for another Chinese family.

In all cases, CTAIL were able to offer support and
guidance for investigating officers and child protection
workers, such as convening strategy meetings, making
appropriate referrals to other agencies including
support and counselling services.

CEOP’s Training Team 
CEOP’s Training Team works to educate and empower those

at the front line of child protection including police officers,

social workers and health professionals. Specialist training

aims to share the latest knowledge about the psychology of

offending and how professionals on the frontline can work

more effectively to investigate child sexual abuse, hold

offenders to account and to better protect children.

CEOP will shortly be publishing the latest Strategic
Threat Assessment on Child Trafficking in the UK. For
advice about cases please contact CTAI on 0800 107
7057. For information regarding CEOP training courses
please view the website at www.ceop.gov.uk/training
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THE CONFERENCE
The conference addressed the theme of commercial sexual

exploitation and trafficking of children and young people. It was

targeted at professionals and practitioners from a variety of

local agencies and aimed to raise awareness of these issues;

to enable practitioners to understand the background and to

provide them with the knowledge and understanding to

identify and respond effectively to young people who have

been trafficked and/or subject to commercial sexual exploitation.

The conference was Chaired by Bea Campbell, an acclaimed
author and journalist and patron of the National Working
Group for Sexually Exploited Children and Young People.

She stressed the importance of the research work that has

been undertaken at the University of Bedfordshire, over a

number of years, to build the evidence base and further our

understanding of these issues. Bea also emphasised the

importance of raising awareness, not only amongst professionals

and practitioners, but also in local communities in order to

safeguard and protect young people. 

HIDDEN
FROM VIEW

DR MARGARET MELROSE
International Centre for the Study of Trafficked and Sexually Exploited Young

People and Reader in Applied Social Science, University of Bedfordshire

Conference Report

INTRODUCTION

Emerging evidence from a variety of sources

indicates that trafficking children and young people

(under 18) into the UK for sexual exploitation and

other purposes is a matter of considerable concern1.

It has been recognised as a particular problem for

Local Safeguarding Children Boards2. 

Recognising the increasing importance of, 

and concern about, trafficking of children and

young people in the UK among professionals and

practitioners, a conference was organised by the

University of Bedfordshire in partnership with the

Luton Safeguarding Children’s Board to address

this issue. It was hosted by the University of

Bedfordshire in its Conference Centre at Putteridge

Bury and took place in October 2008.
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Key note speakers included Jenny Pearce, Professor of Young
People and Public Policy at the University of Bedfordshire;
David Barrett, Professor of Applied Social Science at the 
University of Bedfordshire; Dr. Margaret Melrose, Reader
in Applied Social Science at the University of Bedfordshire;
and Sue Jago, Project Leader at the University of
Bedfordshire and formerly a policy advisor to the Home
Office with responsibility for developing the Government’s
New Prostitution Strategy (Home Office 2006). Contributions

were also made by Rebecca Einhorn (Sexual Exploitation
Service Manager) and Nasima Patel (Executive Staff
Officer) from the NSPCC and by the Eye Witness Theatre
Company, an organisation that employs drama to explore a

range of sensitive child protection issues. Their work is

regularly performed in Social Care Departments, Schools,

Health Centres, Police Training Units and non-statutory

agencies in the UK and globally. 

The conference was opened by Professor Les Ebdon, Vice
Chancellor at the University of Bedfordshire. He emphasised

the University’s commitment to contributing to the Department

for Children, Schools and Families (DCSF) stakeholder

group’s work in reviewing its guidance on safeguarding

sexually exploited and trafficked children and young people3.

He stressed that as the University of Bedfordshire is home to

both the National Working Group for Sexually Exploited Children

and Young People and the International Centre for the Study

of Trafficked and Sexually Exploited Children and Young

People it is at the forefront of developing good practice for

sexually exploited and trafficked children and young people. 

...children and young people 
are trafficked for a variety of
purposes: commercial sexual
exploitation, domestic servitude,
drug trafficking, cannabis
cultivation, begging, benefit 
fraud, shop-lifting and other 
forms of street crime.

Drawing on previous and current research evidence, Dr.
Margaret Melrose provided an overview of what research

evidence tells us about the commercial sexual exploitation

and trafficking of children in the UK. She emphasised that

evidence in relation to trafficking is just developing and

therefore what we currently know is probably just the tip of

the iceberg. Much more research is needed before we can

claim to have a ‘full’ picture of this problem and, because

research in this field is fraught with numerous difficulties, we

may never be able to quantify precisely the scale of the problem.

However, what we do know is that trafficking in children and

young people takes place into, within and out of the UK4.

In terms of trafficking into the UK (international trafficking) we

know that the majority of children and young people originate

from East and West Africa and East Asia5. We also know that

children and young people are trafficked for a variety of

purposes: commercial sexual exploitation, domestic servitude,

drug trafficking, cannabis cultivation, begging, benefit fraud,

shop-lifting and other forms of street crime6. 

Evidence exists to show that a large number of trafficked

children and young people also ‘go missing’ from care or from

home. This can happen at the point of entry to the UK, or at a

later time in the child or young persons’ trajectory. Margaret

noted the complex, inter-related problems that children and

young people involved in commercial sexual exploitation and

trafficking experience and explored the differences and

similarities between girls and boys who become involved7. 

...children and young people may not

necessarily recognise themselves as

‘victims’ – rather they may regard

themselves as making decisions about

themselves and their lives in the

context of ‘growing up’.

Based on learning from her present research, exploring

practitioner responses to children and young people who are

trafficked8, Professor Jenny Pearce provided an overview of

what practitioners need to do in order to safeguard children

and young people who are sexually exploited and trafficked.

She stressed the necessity of multi-agency interventions and

the importance of applying procedures for safeguarding

developed under Working Together (2006) to provide those

involved with the protection they need to keep them safe.

Professor Pearce’s presentation drew attention to the numbers

of trafficked young people who go missing from social

services care and emphasised the need for crisis intervention

and a place of safety in the first 72 hours of young people

arriving into care. However, in the longer term, recognising

the length of time it may take a young person to disclose

experiences of abuse or exploitation, Professor Pearce

acknowledged the need for time sensitive, therapeutic

interventions and child centred practice. This acknowledges

that, while needing to keep children and young people safe, they

may not necessarily recognise themselves as ‘victims’ – rather 
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they may regard themselves as making decisions about

themselves and their lives in the context of ‘growing up’.

Professor Pearce also emphasised the need for training

professionals, from a variety of agencies and services, for

example health, education, justice agencies, foster carers and

residential carers, to enable them to identify when a child or

young person may have been sexually exploited or trafficked

and to work together to provide effective interventions.

...the importance of 

gathering and managing

information about the offender 

in order to corroborate the 

child’s evidence using creative

investigative techniques, building

relationships with the Crown

Prosecution Service (CPS) 

of supporting witnesses were

acknowledged as vital to enable

successful prosecutions.

Reporting on her recently completed research for the Ministry

of Justice9, Sue Jago talked about best practice in terms of

gathering information against perpetrators that would enable

prosecutions to be taken forward. She stressed that under the

‘Safeguarding Children Involved in Prostitution’ guidance10,

practitioners and professionals are required to fulfil a dual role

– protecting children and young people on the one hand while

proactively seeking prosecutions of offenders on the other.

An evaluation in 2001 suggested that only 6 per cent of Local

Safeguarding Children Boards were fulfilling this dual aim. 

By disrupting the activities of offenders Sue suggested that young

people gradually come to realise that ‘something wrong is

going on’. However, she also acknowledged that very often

the child or young person does not want to make a complaint

so that a prosecution can be taken forward. In such circumstances

the importance of gathering and managing information about

the offender in order to corroborate the child’s evidence, of

using creative investigative techniques, of building relationships

with the Crown Prosecution Service (CPS) and of supporting

witnesses were acknowledged as vital to enable successful

prosecutions. This presentation stressed that there are a number

of legislative instruments at the disposal of police and other

agencies, for example, the Sexual Offences Act 2003, the

Child Abduction Act 1984, Intoxicating Substances (Supply) Act

1985, the Proceeds of Crime Act 2002, and other relevant

legislation, to enable them to achieve successful prosecutions

against offenders. The importance of linking the Child Sexual

Exploitation strategy to other strategies, for example, in relation

to drugs and alcohol, young people going missing, truancy and

teenage pregnancies was also emphasised in terms of

successfully disrupting and prosecuting the actions of offenders. 

Professor David Barrett addressed trafficking routes in his

presentation and stressed that as routes are discovered,

others are opened up. These are facilitated by political upheaval,

war, conflict, corruption and poverty in transit countries as

well as in countries of origin. Some of these routes follow

paths that have historically been trade routes for licit as well

as illicit commodities while others are much newer – but still

well known. For example, routes from Africa and Albania to

Italy and via Italy to other European countries; from states of

the former Eastern Bloc, for example, Lithuania and Latvia

through Estonia into Finland, from Russia and Ukraine

through Finland and then into other European (particularly

southern European) states. The Balkan war provided an

opportunity for organised criminal gangs to become

established in the former Yugoslavia. This, combined with

significant numbers of UN peace keeping troops in the

region, stimulated demand for young women to provide the

soldiers with ‘R and R’ (rest and relaxation). The supply of

young women came from those former Eastern European

states where political systems had broken down, free markets

were establishing themselves over state systems, and

unemployment and poverty were growing phenomenally. 

These conditions, as Professor Barrett pointed out, enable

the commercial sexual exploitation of children and young

people to flourish. Professor Barrett emphasised the fact that

those involved in trafficking children and young people

attempt to keep one step ahead of the authorities who might

be on their trail (and often manage to do so) and, as detection

techniques are improved, traffickers, by necessity, need to

become more sophisticated in their operations. 

The final presentation of the day came from Rebecca Einhorn
and Nasima Patel of the NSPCC. Their presentation addressed

the challenges of partnership working when trying to meet the

needs of sexually exploited young people. Rebecca and Nasima

described the different stages of risk a young person might

pass through (low, medium and high) and the behaviours

associated with them (truancy, going missing, developing a

drug problem, staying missing) before they become entrenched

in commercial sexual exploitation. Rebecca and Nasima stressed

that outcomes for children are always better when work between

different agencies is integrated and ‘joined up’ but also
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acknowledged the problems of achieving this. They suggested

that strategic and operational support from the Local Safeguarding

Children Board is as important as having resources available

and that achieving good partnership working locally relies on

networking, regular meetings, and ensuring that the work in

each agency concerned is directed towards a child protection

framework. Once good partnerships are established resources,

can be pooled and a co-ordinated response, ensuring work is

not being duplicated, can be developed.

A plenary session allowed delegates to pose questions to all

those who had given presentations and offered further

opportunities for discussion and debate amongst delegates.

The Eyewitness Theatre Company provided a

powerful and engaging presentation using interactive

drama. This intended to illustrate the experience of

trafficking from the point of view of a young person

who had been trafficked. The short play involved just

two actors – one a man who owned a massage

parlour, the other a young woman who had been

trafficked. As the massage parlour owner finds his

business failing because men are passing it by to visit

an establishment adjacent to his premises, he

decides to investigate what is happening in there to

attract his customers. He finds a young woman being

kept prisoner and upon hearing of her circumstances

wants to help her. The woman, however, is too

terrified to leave; she fears the man who has been

controlling her will find her, that the police will be

unable to protect her and that she will be deported.

She was also very aware of the fact that her family

would not accept her back once they understood

what she had been doing while in the UK. 

At the end of the performance the audience were

invited to question the young woman to see what they

could do to help. The feeling of helplessness on the part

of practitioners to do anything constructive to help the

young woman was palpable in the room and it was

clear that many were floundering for a response in

the face of the young woman’s resolute refusal that

they would be able to help her. An element of

transference appeared to take place here with

practitioners reflecting back to the young woman the

despair, hopelessness and helplessness that she was

expressing. While everyone in the room wanted to do

something to ‘help’, each suggestion was rebutted by

the young woman and it was clear that some practitioners

were struggling to know where to begin. The young

woman’s expressed fear that she would simply be

returned to her country of origin where she would be

ostracised by her family made some practitioners

reluctant to call the police and take the necessary first

step of removing her from the situation.

By presenting trafficking with a human face this piece

of drama powerfully brought home to delegates the

human suffering behind abstract or theoretical

discussions of ‘trafficking’. So convincing was the young

woman’s performance, many delegates had difficulty

believing that she was not in fact Eastern European

and that she was acting. It also brought home to the

audience the complexity of tackling the problem in

practice; the resources they would need, for example,

interpreters, safe accommodation, some money, in

able to respond appropriately and the other agencies

they would need to work with in order to effect a

positive resolution. The performance kept practitioners

talking over lunch, discussing dilemmas, what they

would or would not be able to do to help the young

woman and what might need to change organisationally

in order to provide an appropriate response.

The Eyewitness Theatre Company
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CONCLUSION
Research in this area has continued to develop an understanding of

sexual exploitation and the trafficking of children and young people.

Emerging themes from research due to be published in June 2009

from a two year piece of work exploring practitioners responses to

trafficked children and young people suggest continued confusion of

definitions, of the nature of appropriate responses and in the

difficulties experienced by many when trying to develop and deliver

a child-centred provision of services. The National Working Group

for Sexually Exploited Children and Young People is developing a

better understanding of young people’s views of the issues involved

by developing a young people’s participation programme. While

offering accreditation for involvement, this programme of events will

enable young people to comment on service delivery and

development. This work, along with the development of the revised

Government Guidance for Safeguarding Sexually Exploited

Children and Young People, expected to be published in 2009 will

provide a helpful platform for local authorities to ensure that they are

developing preventative and interventionist services for sexually

exploited children and young people in their areas.

Dr. M. Melrose, Reader in Applied Social Science 

Department of Applied Social Studies

University of Bedfordshire, Luton LU1 3JU Beds

Tel: 01582 743088 • Email: Margaret.melrose@beds.ac.uk
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DEALING 
WITH CHILD

TRAFFICKING: 
A Local Authority

Perspective

ARANTZA FAIGES Unaccompanied Minors Team, Leaving

Care and Asylum Service, Children and Young People’s

Service, LB Haringey, London, UK

This article is based on a presentation delivered as part of 
a conference organised by Barnardos UK, titled ‘Hidden
Children Blatant Crime – Identifying the Victims of Child
Trafficking’ which took place on the 20th February 2008.

The increase in awareness of child trafficking is reflected in

increased media coverage and a higher place on the

government agenda. There are also more children who fulfil

the definition of ‘being trafficked’. Consequently, local

authorities have to do more to safeguard children who have

been or are suspected of being trafficked. 

PUTTING TRAFFICKING ON THE AGENDA 
The borough’s cultural diversity has historically been a pull factor

for refugees and those seeking asylum. Haringey is in North

London. It is a small borough – little more than 11 square miles

– with a population of approximately 225,000. Almost half

Haringey’s residents are from ethnic minority backgrounds. 



In 2001, the borough’s Asylum Service was supporting over

2,000 clients. The introduction of the National Asylum

Support Service (known as NASS) dismantled the local

asylum service but the Unaccompanied Minors’ Team,

dealing mainly with children who claim asylum in the UK,

remained and expanded to additionally support children who

are unlawfully present in the UK.

It was this change in remit that showed Haringey Council the

trust extent of children who have been smuggled into the

country with the aim of being exploited. It made it clear that a

tailor-made response was needed, involving a multi-agency

approach. 

As a result, a steering group was set up by the Local

Safeguarding Children Board (LSCB) which met quarterly

and included a multi-agency approach (community leader and

Home Office intelligence, as well as representatives from

neighbouring local authorities were also invited). The terms

of reference for the steering group were: 

To work towards an integrated strategy to prevent and

combat child trafficking. 

To raise awareness and encourage the reporting of

concerns about trafficked children and those perpetrating

this crime. 

To promote interagency and community participation in

tackling child trafficking.

To develop mechanisms to collate intelligence by the

Children & Young People’s Service and the Police. 

To share information with a view to tracing children who

have ‘disappeared’.

To support/provide training to professionals and community

groups to understand the profile of trafficked children

and of their needs. 

To combine expertise to act as a point of authority and

reference in matters associated with child trafficking and

exploitation.

To establish links with national and international work to

facilitate the protection of children and young people

who may be at risk from trafficking and exploitation.

To undertake any other activities, as deemed necessary

to work towards the aim of preventing and addressing

child trafficking in Haringey. 

The LSCB also agreed to appoint the Child Protection Adviser

as the lead in trafficking issues. Providing training to key agencies

working with children in the borough was made a priority. This

would include education welfare officers, health professionals,

youth offending services and independent reviewing officers

and the emphasis would be on the effective detection of any

child trafficking in the area and prevention of exploitation. 

The LSCB also published a leaflet to raise awareness on

child trafficking and exploitation among professionals and

community groups. 

CONSIDERATIONS FROM THE FRONT LINE 
Children are referred to the local authority from agencies such

as the Home Office, solicitors, the police, agencies such as

the Refugee Council, community groups or by local connections. 

Most of the children supported by the team fit the description

of ‘unaccompanied’, that is, children who are alone on arrival

in the UK and are not known to be joining a close relative, or

those who may join a relative but don’t have an adult with

parental responsibility. 

Many of the referred children have either entered the UK with

an adult who at point of entry into the UK has posed as a

relative or parent and smuggles the child into the country with

forged documents, or have entered illegally smuggled in

trucks or other ways. 

It is important to differentiate those children who have been

smuggled into the country and at that point they cease to have

any further contact with the agent, and those who have been

smuggled with the view of being exploited, and therefore

would fit the description of trafficked children. 

In order to understand the circumstances of a child referred

to the local authority, it is important to monitor the child’s

behaviour from the point of entry into the system, so any sign

of exploitation that may lead to the child disappearing or being

abused can be identified. 

To address their needs appropriately, there are two different scenarios

to bear in mind when a child is referred to a local authority:

There are those children who are supported by the local

authority prior to being identified as being trafficked

(Case Study A)

Those children who have been referred to the local authority

after being identified as trafficked (Case Study B)

CASE STUDY A: An 18 month-old toddler from Congo
There was a suspicion of this child being trafficked to a

childless couple with unclear family ties, however the family

claimed to be the ‘uncle and aunty’ of the child. The child

was referred by the Home Office with the request to check

that the care arrangements were appropriate, as the ‘uncle’

had made an application for asylum for the child. Following

work with the Home Office, Congolese Embassy and other

agencies, it came to light that the child was not related to

the family and came with a false birth certificate. The child

had been trafficked into the UK with forged documents for

unclear reasons. The child was then taken into care with

the view of being adopted.
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CASE STUDY B: A 13 year-old girl from Uganda
This child was brought into the UK by a ‘family friend’ and

was forced to become a domestic slave. She also suffered

sexual abuse. She was referred to this service after she

had escaped the family.

Whatever the situation, it is always paramount to work in a

multi-agency setting, as the complexities of child exploitation

demand a coordinated effort from different agencies if the

aim is to minimise and/or prevent risk. 

IDENTIFYING TRAFFICKED CHILDREN – LOOKING
BEYOND THE SURFACE
The Unaccompanied Minors Team places great emphasis on

information gathered from the child at the point of entry to the

service and then monitors any behaviour that may indicate

that the child is exposed to exploitation. 

It is important to note that every child who fits the description

of being unaccompanied and referred to our team will be

supported under the Childrens Act 1989 under Section 20,

becoming a ‘child in care’. In some cases, for those who are

with a guardian, they would be supported under Section 17

of the same Act – as children in need. 

The team has developed a more ‘tailor-made’ approach to

supporting unaccompanied minors and identifying their level

of risk. This places great emphasis on enquiries made in a

child-focused manner at point of entry into the service, great

awareness of the signs of exploitations while the child is in

our care, as well as the statutory assessment requirements.

Point of entry to the service: what to look out for
Prior to referral, what address was given for the child?

(Same address used by several young people?) 

Child referred by whom? Who accompanied the child to

the service? 

Why did the child leave their country of origin, with whom

and how was their journey – did they experience any abuse?

Do they owe any money to the agents as a result of

being smuggled into the country? 

Unaccompanied Minors with no family or friends in the

UK at point of recent entry into the UK, who are however

in possession of a mobile phone. With what purpose? 

Young person does not have possession of their own

travel documents

Ongoing indicators of a child being exploited: 
Going missing within the first month – sometimes

returning and going missing again – where to? Why?

Who is taking care of them? 

Children and young people being very tired on a regular

basis, sleeping during the day – what happens at night?

Where are they going? 

‘Social’ networks which remain undisclosed – refusal to

provide names of adults around them. 

Missing school/college – unauthorised absence / not

enrolled at all 

Young person is excessively afraid of being deported

Refusing to undertake health assessments – why? 

Accepting health assessment but coming back with

signs of abuse and/or Sexually Transmitted Diseases

Offending regularly 

Any change of routine or behaviour 

Having to phone people constantly, meeting 

people constantly. 

Being in possession of excessive amounts of money,

expensive clothes; jewellery and gadgets, which they

clearly could not afford. 

Child is driven around by an older male or ‘boyfriend’ 

Is required to earn a minimum amount of money every

day and works in various locations 

Lack of engagement – refuses to talk 

CREATING A PROFILE 
Through working with unaccompanied minors for a period of

time, the team has developed a series of ‘profiles’ based on

children’s country of origin and circumstances, which may

help to pre-empt the risks that young persons are likely to

encounter or are already experiencing. 

Our experience of working with young people from Algeria,

for instance, indicates that they tend to be male (100% of

referrals) and, in 99% of cases in our experience, involved in

criminal offences with other young people or adults. They

tend to come referred by the police as a result of being

caught committing an offence and they are undocumented

and illegal in the UK. They are also frequently drug users.

Although it is important to remember that every child has a

particular story and situation, bearing the profile in mind can help

to prevent or minimize risk when working with the young person.



CHALLENGES AHEAD
Regardless of the amount of caution that local authorities

exercise, there are always challenges and difficulties that prevent

or limit the possibility of protecting a child, due to the complex

nature of the job at stake. These challenges are many so it is

vital for the authority to be well-informed about indicators of

trafficked young people; to engage in multi-agency work and

to keep up the momentum of the steering group. 

Challenges with indicators/children and young people
Young people at risk may not disclose they are being

exploited and may collude with trafficker, being too

frightened to confide, extremely suspicious of authorities,

may fear unknown consequences or possible implications

for families back home? 

Identity of the traffickers – they tend to remain 

unknown but they could be disguising themselves 

as a child’s ‘family friend’. 

Profiles are changing and evolving continually: 

To keep up to date with changes in patterns of profiles. 

Immigration status 

Keeping them safe

Even when observing that young people present with some of

the indicators introduced above, still there are many instances

in which the suspicions cannot amount to a fact, and this

would pose a challenge in keeping the child safe. 

Another challenge is that the profile of trafficking is changing

constantly, as well as trafficker’s modus operandi, which means

that local authorities need to keep fiercely up to date. It is

always important to work with the Home Office and try to identify

what is the immigration status of the child, and if they are unknown

to the Home Office that they are supported in making an

application to remain in the UK. Sometimes in working with

the Home Office it has come to light that a child had several

identities. In these cases it would be useful to encourage the

child to be forthcoming with information and to work with

embassies in order to identify who the child is, as well as to

keep them safe. 

Multi-agency work: 
Discrepancy among professionals: Smuggled but not

trafficked? 

Suspecting but unable to arrest. 

Meeting the threshold for removal from ‘family’. 

Keeping all the relevant agencies in the loop 

Working in a multi-agency setting can present many challenges

when working with trafficked children; sometimes the partnership

may involve up to ten different professionals including, for

example, the Home Office, immigration solicitor, health nurses,

education, Youth Offending team, Barnardos’ young woman

project, police and others. 

Working with a suspicion of a child being trafficked may not

always amount to evidence and therefore arrest cannot be

made on those suspected of exploiting a child. This poses a

real challenge to agencies working in safeguarding the child,

especially if no threshold for removing a child in a suspected

situation of risk is met. 

The local authority is normally in charge of keeping all the partner

agencies in communication and sharing information with one

another. This will be important when fast responses are needed. 

Steering group: 
Creating a database

Keeping the momentum at meetings 

Keeping community groups engaged 

The steering group has proven successful in the past in raising

awareness of child exploitation among professionals and

community groups in the borough. 

It has been a challenge at times to maintain the momentum

long-term and keep all relevant groups engaged and actively

participating. At the moment this is one of the biggest challenges

for Haringey. 

Creating a database is also problematic due to the nature of

child trafficking and the difficulty of identifying this straight

away. Creating and maintaining database of exploited children

across boroughs would be a great tool to monitor trends and track

children who disappear and resurface in other local authorities. 

MOVING FORWARD
Despite of the challenges ahead of us, there are clear indicators

that we are moving forward in combating child trafficking. The

following are in discussion and would support the good work

already going on:

Home Office is now making referrals to local authorities

of those children who at point of claiming asylum present

with a guardian, but there is nobody with parental

responsibility. This is in order to assess if the placement is

safe and suitable for that child. 
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To create a Steering Group consisting of Police, Home Office

Paladin Team, CP Police & Community organisations,

education welfare, YOS, Private Fostering Team among others

To raise awareness within the community, professionals

and schools 

To ensure there is named person as main lead within the

organisation, across the board

To provide training for all front-line professionals on

indicators of trafficking

To ensure there is a consistent database collecting all

information 

To ensure the system reflects children identified as 

trafficked - this for all professionals to be aware and to

allow reports to be quickly run. 

To establish good links with the Legal Services 

TO DNA test when necessary 

To keep up to date with changes in legislation; case law

and research 

To reshape policies and procedures accordingly 

To ensure transfer of skills across the board 

It is clear that local authorities as well as those agencies

working on safeguarding children need to ensure that tackling

the exploitation of children is a priority. 

Training in the indicators of trafficking would ensure that professionals

working on the front line have the basic understanding of this area.

Work with wider communities to raise awareness would also help

to minimize the number of exploited children who go undetected.

It is then important to keep on the agenda for tackling 

child trafficking:

Raising awareness among professionals and communities 

Looking below the surface for indicators of child exploitation

Providing fast responses in a multi-agency strategy setting

Keeping up-to-date with the complex and sophisticated

techniques traffickers use

Local authorities must make an effort in committing themselves

to tackling this ruthless exploitation of vulnerable children. 

CONTACT Haringey Council

Civic Centre, High Road, Wood Green, London, N22 8LE

Tel: 0044 20 8489 0000
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Useful Resources on Child Trafficking
You can search Barnardos’ Training and Resource Service library 
catalogue on www.barnardos.ie

The following resources are available from Barnardos’ Training and Resource Service

Better Outcomes: the Way Forward: 
Improving the Care of Unaccompanied 
Asylum Seeking Children 
Home Office, 2008

Bordering on Concern: Child Trafficking in Wales 
ECPAT UK, 2009

Child Trafficking 
London: National Children's Bureau, 2005

Cross-Border Paedophile Activity and the
Trafficking of Children for Sexual Purposes: 
The report of an International Conference at
Leeds Castle, Kent, February 26-28 1999
Michael Sieff Foundation, 1999

Five Years after Stockholm: The Fifth Report on
the Implementation of the Agenda for Action
Adopted at the First World Congress Against
Commercial Sexual Exploitation of Children in
Stockholm, Sweden, 28 August 1996
ECPAT International, 2001

Questions and Answers about Commercial
Sexual Exploitation of Children: An Information
Booklet by ECPAT International
ECPAT International, 2001

A Scoping Project on Child Trafficking in the UK
Child Exploitation and Online Protection Centre CEOP,

2007

Safe Guarding Children who may have been
Trafficked 
Home Office and Department for Children Schools and

Families, 2008

Separated Children Seeking Asylum in Ireland
Irish Refugee Council, 2003

JOURNAL ARTICLES
Seeking Change: Reforms to the Protection of
Unaccompanied Asylum-Seeking Children
ChildRight, April 2008, pp14-17

Child Trafficking: How to Spot It and What to Do
Children and Young People Now, 20 Feb 2008, pp23-23

The Sexual Exploitation of Children and Young
People in Northern Ireland: Overview From
the Barnardo's Beyond the Shadows Service 
Child Care in Practice, vol.14, no.4, Oct 2008, pp381-400.



32

ARTS AND CRAFTS
Arts and Crafts Manual
Leitrim County Childcare Committee, 2008

CHILD PROTECTION
Proactive Child Protection Work
Learning Matters Ltd., 2008

Working Together to Safeguard Children: A Guide to
Inter-Agency Working to Safeguard and Promote the
Welfare of Children
Her Majesty’s Stationery Office (HMSO), 2006

CHILDMINDING
Childminding: Step by Step Guide to Becoming a
Professional Childminder
Clare County Childcare Committee, 2008

CHILDCARE
Consulting with Children in relation to Childcare
Provision
Louth County Childcare Committee, 2008

Operating a Childcare Service: A Guide to Legal
Requirements
Clare County Childcare Committee, 2008

Building Resource Manual: Project Management
Guidelines for the Construction, Refurbishment or
Extension of Childcare Facilities
Pobal, 2009

CHILDREN IN CARE
Promoting Resilience: Supporting Children and Young
People who are in Care, Adopted or in Need
British Association for Adoption and Fostering (BAAF), 2009

In Care and After: a Positive Perspective 
Routledge: London, 2006

CHILDREN’S RIGHTS
Report Card 2009
Children's Rights Alliance, 2009

DOMESTIC VIOLENCE
Domestic Abuse
Independence Publishers, 2008

RECRUITMENT
Childcare Staff/Volunteer Recruitment & Induction Pack
Louth County Childcare Committee et al, 2008

PARENTING
First Coach: For Dads who want to be Great Dads
Veritas, 2008

PLAY
Guidelines for Parent and Toddler Groups
Irish Pre-School Playgroups Association – IPPA, 2008

Inspiring Play in Early Childhood
Irish Pre-School Playgroups Association – IPPA, 2007

New Titles
This list refers to resources added to the library stock of Barnardos’ Training
and Resource Service. For a further list of resources on a specific topic
please contact us.

(Please note that these titles are not sold by Barnardos)

Full details of these new library resources and all other resources in our library collection are available on our online library catalogue. 

To search the catalogue, go to www.barnardos.ie/training_and_resources/barnardos-library.html and click on Search our online catalogue

All of the photographs in this issue are posed by models.
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