
 

 

A child perspective on the victims of human trade - 

Age, ethnic belonging and gender in European National policy on Trafficking 

Authored by Live Stretmo 

 

In this working paper I will present a draft outline for my PhD research project, in Sociology 

and European Studies at the Göteborg University in Sweden, that I am about to conduct on 

European trafficking policy in a child and gender perspective.   

 

As a social issue related to the so called irregular migration “trafficking”-either from 

countries outside of Europe or in-between European countries- is considered highly important 

on the European political agenda. Since May 1999, the European Unions actions to fight 

“trafficking in human beings” have been explicitly mentioned under the Title VI in 

Amsterdam Treaty (Judicial and police cooperation). The European Commission (2005), The 

Council of the European Union (2004, 2002, 2000a and 2000b) and the Council of Europe 

(2005) have adopted specific courses of action and the European countries are hence also 

obliged to take joint ventures. Member states go to great length in order to combat such 

human trade and formulate guidelines –policy- that aims to prevent trafficking, by eradicating 

criminal cartels and organized crime groups, as well as protect the possible victims of such 

trade.  

 

In this paper I will first of all define what “trafficking” is perceived to be and describe specific 

features and patterns of human trade in the European context. Secondly I will point to some 

international arrangements that aim to confront “trafficking” and some examples of national 

actions. I will then argument how implicit perceptions of corresponding social issues, often 

comprehended as quite parallel to trafficking, such as illegal or irregular immigration, 

prostitution or in how minor migrants rarely are visualized as children in official 

documentation, could possibly colour the way European societies views the minor trafficking 

victims in their national policy. Finally I will present a possible research design for my further 

comparative study on National trafficking policy, from various European countries, through 

the angle of the child perspective. 
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The menace of trafficking in humans  

Background and conceptualisations in the European context 

 

Trafficking, as a novel form of “slave trade”, includes the transportation of human beings for 

the purpose of organ donation, illegal adoption, forced labour exploitation, domestic 

servitude, but also for commercialized sex-work or prostitution (See for instance Holmes 

2002:16-18, Kvinnoforum 2002 and IOM 2001). Deception, false pretences –fake job 

opportunities etc- dept bondage, physical abuse and very often rape are found to be factors 

connected to the process of trafficking, during the transportation between country of origin 

and to the destination country, as well as after (See for instance definitions of “trafficking in 

women and children” in United Nations 2001, Unicef 2005, Council of Europe 2005:3 Article 

4a, European Commission 2005, Gallager and Aruppe 2002 and Bettion and Garofalo 2003). 

These complex features and different situations all contribute to make the process of 

trafficking highly complex and difficult to measure. 

 

There are also factors indicating that trafficking might have both a gendered, ethnic as well as 

an age related side:  The victim of such trade is often perceived to be the young girl that are 

transported -under cruel and brutal conditions- from the eastern to the western parts of Europe 

to be exploited in the sex industry (See for instance GCIM 2005, El-Cherkeh, Stirbu, Lazaroiu 

and Radu 2004, Wipler 2003:21-23). Especially vulnerable for trafficking are young women 

in the age range between 15 and 30 perceived to be
1
, but evidence suggests that the possible 

victims are getting younger and that trafficking in boys is also a growing phenomenon 

(Kvinnoforum 2002, IOM 2001, Unicef 2005 and 2002, UN 2001, Somerset 2004:9-11). 

Trafficking in boys is often not perceived to be equally common, but there is evidence of 

young (Albanian and Roma) boys that are trafficked for petty-thefts (such as selling drugs or 

pick-pocketing) or into forced labour (See for instance Unicef 2002: 4f). 

 

According to IOM (2001) and ICMPD (2005) numerical data on “trafficking” and especially 

on “trafficking in minors” are unreliable, but an indication of the potential scale of the 

problem can be shown in a study conducted for the European Commission (IOM 2001): 

                                                 
1 The gendered side of trafficking can not be understood independent and separated from a discussion focusing 

on the femininisation of migration and poverty within Europe as well as internationally (See for instance El-

Cherkeh, Stirbu, Lazariou and Radu 2004:12ff). 
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Official figures from four EU Member States
2
 established that a total of 30 000 

unaccompanied minors crossed their borders in the period of 1999 to 2000 (IOM, 2001:73. 

89ff, 116ff, 171ff). Estimations from UNHCR verify that approximately 60 000 single 

children –“persons under the age of 18, without a legal guardian- applied for asylum in any of 

the European countries in the time period of 2000 until 2003 (DS 2004:25). According to the 

Swedish Migration Board (2003) 550 unaccompanied children applied for asylum in Sweden 

during 2002, 562 during 3003 and 311 children by October 2004 (Ibid and DS 2004:25). 

Norwegian registration data shows that a total of 916 children applied for asylum in the 2003, 

which is the single highest number of unaccompanied minors amongst the Scandinavian 

countries (NOU 2004:16.2.2.1.) These statistics does not include the possible number of 

children that do not seek asylum, those that are covertly smuggled into the European 

Community (See Holmes 2002), so called visa “over stayers” or children that cross borders on 

fraudulent passports (Khoshravi 2005 and ICMPD 2005). 

 

Even though this group of unaccompanied children both consisted as “child asylum seekers” 

and “minors” found to be “irregular entrants” and that clearly not all of them were victims of 

“trafficking”, the fact that a large number of these children later disappear from official 

contact after they have arrived the Union is worrying (Holmes 2002:16-18, See also IOM 

2001:13f, 55ff and Somerset 2004). There are also indications that persuading or forcing a 

child to enter a country on his or her own –as an unaccompanied minor- is an approach often 

utilised by child traffickers (Holmes 2002: 16-18, Somerset 2004, NOU 2004 and 

Migrationsverket 2003).  

                                                 
2 The four countries in this study were the Netherlands, Belgium, Germany and Italy (IOM 2001). 
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Plans of action against child trafficking 

 

The fact that there is evidence for such Modus Operandi among child traffickers can of course 

not account for the entire number of unaccompanied minors that disappear from official 

registration. But it becomes a matter of speculation as to what might have happen to the group 

of children that remain unaccounted for (Holmes, 2002:17) Such conjecture can help to 

highlight the importance of cooperative courses of action in-between different countries in 

regards to the possibility of children becoming victims of trafficking.  

 

The difficulty to assess the possible numbers of children involved in trafficking highlights a 

deficit in the monitoring mechanisms in between Member States of the European Union. This 

points to how the experience and understanding of trafficking and the degree of protection 

that children and youngsters can get might be highly variable in-between different European 

countries.  

 

This is also an indication of the difficulty in establishing valid data on a clandestine social 

phenomenon such as trafficking. Estimations of the scope of trafficking (and also of so called 

illegal immigration) within the European Union therefore tends to be highly speculative.
3
 But 

even though “trafficking” is hidden from view, it is parallel also an issue of highly political 

and social relevance.  The conception of “trafficking” and the idea of existent global networks 

of human traffickers often come to influence political rhetoric’s concerning migration.   

 

The rights of children are protected in international conventions and rules, like in the UN 

Children’s Convention (1989), which all the European member states have ratified
4
, as well as 

the Human Rights Convention (1984/2005) and the Geneva Convention (UN 1949 and 1977). 

In the novel Action plan against trafficking initiated by the council of Europe (2005-05-03/05) 

“a child” is defined as any “person under eighteen years of age” (Chapter 2, Article 4.d). In 

                                                 
3
 The problem of assessing the extent of trafficking is similar to the difficulty of registering all forms of 
irregular migration (See for instance Jandl 2005). 

 
4 In regards to the ratification of the Children’s rights convention it is important to keep in mind that the different 

countries have rather varied comprehensions of this declaration. For instance, the United Kingdom has chosen to 

make a reservation in regards to Article 22 and in how the state is to grant a child –single or accompanied- 

automatic protection regardless of status. 
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order to enhance the joint efforts by the member states, each member becomes obliged to 

“take measures to establish or strengthen national coordination between the various bodies 

responsible for preventing and combating the trafficking in human beings” (Chapter 2, Article 

5.1). The importance of promoting a “humans rights approach” and “gender perspective” 

(Chapter 2, Article 5.3) on the issues of trafficking is further assessed. In addition to this the 

parties shall also facilitate a “child-sensitive manner” (Ibid) and reduce children’s 

vulnerability to trafficking by creating a safe environment for them (Chapter 2, Article 5.5).  

 

These recommendations are to be framework standards that the different member state is 

obliged to implement in national policy. 

 

In for instance Sweden (the Swedish Government 2003), Norway (Justice and Police 

Department 2003-2005, 2005-2008) (not a EU member, but a Schengen agreement country), 

Finland (Foreign Ministry 2005), Denmark (the Danish Government 2002, 2005) and the 

Netherlands (the Ministry of Health, Welfare and Sports 1997) specific guidelines have 

already been articulated in order to coordinate and address specific tactics to trafficking. 

Amongst the Eastern-European (candidate and member) countries only Lithuania 

(Government of the Republic of Lithuania 2002) has adopted an explicit Action plan, but 

similar efforts are under progress.  

 

In other European countries corresponding policy have been administrated within the frame of 

the “prevention of violence against women and children” programme initiated by the 

Commission (See for instance presentation of the “the Daphne programme” 2001/2005 

(http.//www.europea.eu.int/justice_home), the AGIS programme (customs, judicial and police 

cooperation, aimed to fight organized crime, trafficking and sexual exploitation in children, 

2003 http://www.eu.int/comm/justice_home/fsj/crime/fsj_crime_intro_en.htm#) and a 

trafficking frame work adopted by the Council of the European Union (2002) 

(http://europa.eu.int/eur-lex/pri/en/oj/dat/2002/l_203/l_20320020801en00010004.pdf). 

 

These national examples points to some of the different strategies European countries have 

adopted in order to face trafficking. Though issues of human rights violations and trafficking 
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in children obviously are given high priority on the European agenda
5
, several features of this 

national policy might come on coalition course: The eager to hazard and vanquish global 

criminalization versus the human rights aspects of the victim of trafficking. 

 

Pictures of illegal immigrants and prostitution and the lack of visualization of “minor 

migrants” as children in policy  

 

How the different European societies come to comprehend young victims of trafficking might 

be coloured by the way the countries for instance perceive illegal immigration and 

prostitution. In combination with the fact that children often are in the risk of having their 

specific problems concealed in official registrations (See IOM 2001 and See Andersson, 

Björnberg, Eastmond and Mellander 2005) and rarely are visualized as a specific group.  

 

The perception of “illegal immigration” is a factor that often colour the way the European 

States comprehends “victims of trade”. This points to the so called “climate of distrust” (See 

Andersson, Björnberg, Eastmond and Mellander 2005) that are common amongst the official 

bodies handling immigrants and asylum seekers. Migrants claming to be” victims of 

trafficking” might be questioned. (“Are they factual victims of trade or are they just faking?” 

See Ibid and the IOM 2001, for parallel lines of thought.) Other researchers (See for instance 

Wipler’s 2003:20 and Apap, Cullen and Medved 2002) also points to the lack of clear 

distinctions between what consists as “illegal migration” and what constitutes a case of 

trafficking. Action to combat trafficking must therefore be based on clearly established 

concepts in order to assess the difference between illegal immigration and trafficking (Se also 

similar discussion in Apap, Cullen and Medved 2002:4f). 

 

National conceptions of “prostitution” (“forced” versus “free choice”) are other images that 

can come to influence the way “victims of trafficking” are considered. In for instance 

                                                 
5 One of the focal issues that the current British Presidency wishes to establish are joint European ventures 

against trafficking (See 

http://www.eu2005.gov.uk/servlet/Front?pagename=OpenMarket/Xcelerate/ShowPage&c=Page&cid=11072935

21089 for a presentation of the priorities of the British presidency , July to December 2005). The European 

commission has also recently (19/10-2005) launched a new draft on a line of action against trafficking: “Fighting 

trafficking in human beings: an integrated approach and proposals for an action plan”. 

(http://www.eu.int/comm/justice_home/news/intro/news_intro_en.htm) Two contemporary examples how 

important the “trafficking issue” is perceived in a European context. 
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Netherlands “sex-work” is liberated, in other countries “to prostitute” is criminalized and in 

for instance Sweden the purchase of sexual services are prohibited by Swedish law (See for 

instance NIKK 2002:22-26). These three “standards” points to fairly diversified 

understandings of what comprises “prostitution” and how this issue is best dealt with. Such 

notions could also be brought forward in regards to how the different states come to 

conceptualize children or youngsters in regards to trafficking. The association between 

prostitution and trafficking further establishes trafficking as a clearly gendered concept. Such 

inherent feminisation, might lead to a possible failure in noticing young boys as possible 

victims of trafficking. Special interests of children and youngsters are hence important to 

address in regards to national policies on trafficking. 

 

An outline for further research  

 

As discussed in the previous section children in exposed situations are in risk of having their 

specific problems concealed (Andersson, Björnberg, Eastmond and Mellander 2005). 

Registration and statistics are generally not made in ways that make children visible as 

children. This is often the case in regards to asylum-seeking children, as have been revealed 

in a conference report on the asylum-seeking child in Europe (Ibid) and might very well also 

be the case of young victims of trafficking (For a parallel discussion, see also IOM 

2001:221ff). They risk invisibility in regards to their status as children. Instead they might 

become comprehended in relation to how the specific society perceives cases of illegal 

immigration or (forced) prostitution and hence treated accordingly, i.e. prosecuted and or 

deported. 

 

By using the “child perspective” as an analytical angel of incidence, important complements 

to the understanding of trafficking in the EU/ in-between European countries can surface. It 

hence becomes of great magnitude to examine how the national policy coordination comes 

forth in the specific member state as well as how it emerges on an EU level. 

 

Therefore it becomes urgent to investigate the official conceptualizations of “trafficking” in 

national action plans or policy on trafficking from a comparative viewpoint. A possible 

research design emanated to do this could be to, investigate how children are pictured in 
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regards to national trafficking policies from a broad selection of European countries. 

(Discourse analysis) The aim of such a deconstruction would be to understand how the 

concept of trafficking could have different understandings and valuations in-between the 

European countries. By comparing these national conceptualizations to notions of trafficking 

on the supranational level –EU policies, UN declarations etc- further understandings of 

trafficking in children can surface.  

 

Focus of this part of the Discourse Analysis would be to investigate on the National and supra 

national level: 

• How “trafficking” is addressed in national policy?  

• How “trafficking” is made understandable in relation to global criminalization, illegal 

immigration, forced prostitution and/or bondage labour? 

• Who the “victims” versus “perpetrators” of “trafficking” are perceived to be?  

• What kinds of protection that are granted “victims of trafficking”? 

• How are issues of age, ethnic belonging and gender addressed within these policies? 

• What kinds of child, ethnic or gender discourses are expressed? 

 

 

These comparative findings are further on in the research process to be further problemized  

in regards to interviews of officials handling migrants on the local level. These interviews 

shall focus on issues related to “trafficking” and intend to investigate how these officials in 

their everyday handlings of child migrants - that could be possible victims of trafficking- 

negotiate between different gender, ethnic and age related pictures of trafficking.  

 

By using the child perspective as an angle of incident important highlights can be put on 

children’s exposed situation within the migration process.  
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