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What is ECPAT International?

ECPAT  stands for End Child Prostitution, Child Pornography and Trafficking in 
Children for Sexual Purposes.

ECPAT International is a network of organisations in over 75 countries working to 
end the exploitation of children and young people.

 

who is a child?

In this publication we use the term 'children and young people' or 'child 
and young person' to describe anyone aged 18 years and under.

We also sometimes just use the word ’child’ or ‘children’ to mean anyone 
under 18 years old.
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Welcome to this guide, which has been written to inform children 
and young people about Child Trafficking. We hope you will find it 
interesting and useful. If you want to know more after reading the 
guide, you can find the addresses of organisations working to end 
trafficking in children and young people on page 19.

Commercial sexual exploitation of children
The commercial sexual exploitation of children (or 'CSEC' for short) is a particular kind of sexual 
abuse of children.  (Remember that 'children' here means anyone aged 18 years or younger).

Commercial sexual exploitation happens when someone (normally an adult but it can be another, 
typically older, young person) sexually abuses a child, and pays to do this.  The abuser can pay 
in money or they might give somethng else in exchange, such as food or a favour.

Many times the payment does not go directly to the child or young person who is abused, but 
instead is given to someone else who has power over them.
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Both adults and children (and young people) 
can be trafficked.  Trafficking occurs when 
someone is taken from the place where 
they live (or are from) to another place for 
the purposes of being exploited.  Being 
exploited means that they are taken 
advantage of by someone else. Often 
people who are trafficked are misinformed 
or tricked into leaving. Sometimes trafficked 
children and young people are moved within 
the country, for example from a rural area to 
a large city or a tourist destination, but often 
they are taken to another, foreign country.

Children and young people can be trafficked 
for many reasons.  They may be made to 
do illegal or dangerous work, to beg or to 
be involved in drug smuggling.  Younger 
children and babies may be trafficked so 
that they can be illegally adopted. Children 
and young people may also be trafficked so 
that they can take part in conflicts (when they 
might be called ‘child soldiers’).

Another reason why children and young 
people are commonly trafficked is for sexual 
purposes (when they are sexually abused).  
They may be forced to have sex with people 
for money, or for some other benefit such 

What is trafficking?
as food or a present. In other cases it may 
be the person controlling the child or young 
person who can get something that they 
want by allowing the child to be abused. 
For example, to allow the person to smuggle 
illegal goods such as drugs or guns.

Even when children and young people have 
been trafficked for other reasons, such as 
to work, they may end up being sexually 
exploited because they have little protection 
and nobody to turn to for help.

C a s e  S t u d y  1 :

L is  13 years old, and comes from a poor family. She 
is offered a job as a maid in the home of a family in  
another part of the country by a relative who says he 
can organise this for her.

The work is hard and she has to work long hours. 
Sometimes when the owner of the house  is 
entertaining important business clients at his home, L 
is made to have sex with them. She is told that if she 
does not do this she will lose her job.

L knows that if she does not work then her family will 
not have any food. She will do anything she has to in 
order to keep her job.

6 7
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What is the difference between 
trafficking and smuggling?

There is sometimes  confusion  about 
the difference between  trafficking and 
smuggling as both involve the illegal 
transport of someone across country 
borders (although trafficking can take 
place within a county and in which case 
the child or young person does not cross a 
border).  

The main difference is that although the 
person being smuggled pays to be moved, 
and may have a huge debt that they have 
to pay back, they are normally free once 
they reach the destination.

Someone is said to be trafficked when they 
continue to be exploited even after they 
have arrived.
 

The Process of 
Trafficking

The Process of Trafficking 

Stage 1 : Recruitment   

Trafficking is a process which has many 
different parts, but we can think about 
trafficking as having three main stages.  The 
people involved in trafficking the child or 
young person are called ‘traffickers’.

This is the stage when the child or young 
person is persuaded to leave their home 
and community.  Sometimes the child or 
young person may be taken against their 
will, but often they are tricked or deceived 
into going by the promise that they will have 
a better life.  For example they may be told 
they will have a well paid job or that they 
can go and stay with a distant relative  so 
that they can have the chance to get a 
better education.  The person involved in 
getting the child or young person to agree to 
leave can be a stranger or someone known 
such as a family friend, a distant relative, a 
neighbour or a boyfriend or girlfriend.

Where promises of a better life do not 
work in persuading the child to leave, 
then  children and young people might be 
threatened or have their family threatened 
in order to get them to agree to go. It is not 
always the child or young person’s decision 
to leave – sometimes the decision is made 
by their families.

There are cases where children and young 
people are sold by their families.  When 
this happens it is generally because the 
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Stage 2: Transport   

Stage 3: Destination  

This is the stage when the child or young 
person is moved.  This can involve a 
number of journeys during which time the 
child or young person is normally  kept 
hidden. To prevent anyone finding out what 
is happening, the child or young person  
may be forced to travel in dangerous and 
uncomfortable ways such as in the back of 
a lorry or lie about why they are travelling.   

This is the stage when the child or young 
person arrives at the final place where they 
are to be exploited.  If a child or young 
person has been tricked into leaving their 
home this may be when they find out the 
reality of what is happening to them. 

It is important to understand that children and 
young people can be abused throughout 
all three phases (recruitment, transport and 
destination).  They are often mistreated, 
such as being beaten or not given food or  
sexually abused.  

Many people are usually involved in 
trafficking a child or young person.  For 
example, one person might get the child to 
leave their home, and then hand them over 
to someone else who accompanies them 
for part of the journey.  Another person may 
keep the child or young person hidden until 
yet another person takes them on the next 
part of their journey and so on.

family is in extreme poverty and may have 
been tricked by the trafficker into believing 
that their child will have more opportunities 
elsewhere. Sometimes traffickers “sell on” 
children and young people to others who 
want to exploit them.

The child or young person may also have 
to lie about their relationship to the trafficker 
to avoid raising any suspicions by police, 
border guards and other officials. Often travel 
documents and identification  papers are kept 
by the trafficker so that they can control the 
child or young person.

Why do we say ‘victims’ and not 
‘survivors’?

In this publication we use the term ‘victims’ 
to describe children and young people who 
have been commerically sexually exploited 
or trafficked.  We do this because we 
know that sometimes children and young 
people are blamed for what has happened 
to them, and we want to keep reminding 
everybody that children and young people 
are trafficked and commericially sexually 
exploited because of crimes committed 
against them.

8 9
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As has been explained, many people are 
involved in the process of trafficking.  This 
is called a ‘trafficking network’.  Sometimes 
the people are part of an organised gang, 
although some traffickers may only be 
responsible for one part of the trafficking 
process, such as supplying false documents 
and papers or transporting the child or 
young person. Organised gangs can be very 
dangerous and involved in other criminal 
activities.

Who trafficks 
children?

Taking Action – Example from the Region 
of The Americas

In Central America, the IOM together with 
other organisations have developed shared 
procedures for how to return (‘repatriate’) 
trafficked children and young people to their 
own countries so that all victims are treated 
fairly.

The traffickers may be strangers or can be 
known to their victims. For example a relative 
or friend may be involved, at least in the 
early (recruitment) stage, to get the child or 
young person to agree to leave their homes 
and families.  Older young people are 
sometimes persuaded to leave by a boyfriend 
or girlfriend who says that they love them and 
want to start a new life somewhere else.

C a s e  S t u d y  2 :

S is 9 years old.  Someone in his village tells his parents that if he goes to a popular tourist resort S can easily get money 
as he will be able to get a job.

S’s family is very poor and so they agree that he can go with the villager.  When S arrives in the resort there is no job and 
he is forced to beg in the streets from tourists.

S is badly beaten if he does not get enough money from begging so sometimes he will have sex if he is promised money. 
Although S is unhappy and wants to return home he knows that his family cannot afford to feed him.

8 9
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Trafficking can take place anywhere, but in 
general it occurs when children and young 
people from poorer countries or places are 
taken to richer or more developed places.  This 
is because often children and young people 
are more desperate to escape their situation 
and can be easily persuaded and tricked into 
thinking that there are better chances for them in 
another place. 

A great pressure for many children and young 
people is to help their families financially, and 
this can be an enormous burden.

Children and young people may also be at 
greater risk of trafficking from places where 
they are less protected.  This may be because 
the law is weak or not properly enforced, or 
because children and young people are less 
aware of the risks of trafficking and are more 
easily deceived.

We think about countries (and places) as:

• a ‘sending’ or ‘origin’  country  - from 
where children and young people are sent

• a ‘transit’ country  - where the children or 
young people might be moved through and 

Where does trafficking take place?

C a s e  S t u d y  3 :

P is nearly 18 years old.  Two  months ago she met H 
and they became girlfriend and boyfriend.

H tells P that he loves her and that he is keen for them to 
move to another country where he has friends.  H helps P 
to get her passport and visa and says he will keep them 
safe. They decide to drive together. 

At first all is well and P is happy about her new life.  
However soon H begins to change and starts to hit her.
When they arrive at his friends house P is locked in a 
room and a made to have sex with other men who visit.

temporarily kept on the way to their final 
destination

• a ‘receiving’ or ‘destination’ country - 
where the children or young people finally 
end up

Depending upon the reason for trafficking, 
some countries might be only a sending 
country, while others might be both a sending 
and transit country.  Some countries can be all 
three.
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There are many different kinds of laws.  

International law is normally made up of 
agreements between many countries.  The 
most important international agreement 
regarding trafficking is called the United 
Nations Protocol to Prevent, Suppress and 
Punish the Trafficking in Persons, Especially 
Women and Children (called ‘The Trafficking 
Protocol’ for short).   In addition the United 
Nations Convention on the Rights of the 
Child also states that children and young 
people have a right to protection from all 
kinds of abuse, including sale and trafficking 
and exploitation.

Countries also have their own national 
(sometimes called ‘domestic’) laws.  Once 
a country has signed an international 
agreement they are then supposed to adapt 
their national laws to meet the international 
standards.

While national laws may vary slightly, in 
general the law in most countries says that 
children and young people have a right to 
be protected from trafficking.  Furthermore 

What does the law say about 
trafficking? when trafficking happens, children and 

young people must be given assistance and 
the traffickers should be prosecuted.

Although there are laws to protect children 
and young people from trafficking, sadly 
in many cases they are still not properly 
protected.

One of the main difficulties in combating 
trafficking is that it is sometimes hard to 
identify victims. This is because they are often 
kept hidden or threatened with violence (or 
their families threatened with violence) if they 
try and seek help. Even when children and 
young people do want help they may not 
know where to go (this is especially true if 
they are in a foreign country) or they may be 
frightened of getting in trouble with the police 
for being there illegally.

In other cases, where the child or young 
person does have contact with others, the 
other people may not realise that the child 
or young person has been trafficked. For 
example, if a young person is taken to the 

Problems with Protection
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hospital the doctor may not be alert to the 
possibility that the young person is a victim 
of trafficking.  Many countries are making 
efforts to ensure that professionals such as 
the police and health workers are aware of 
trafficking, but much more needs to be done.
  
In some countries laws only protect children 
under the age of 16 years or younger 
(and not 18 years old as the international 
agreements state).   Where children and 
young people have been made to commit 
crimes (for example begging) instead 
of being treated as victims they may be 
punished and treated as criminals.

Sometimes the law does not cover all 
children and young people equally (even 
though it should!).   Court procedures may 
take a long time and not  be set up to give 
special help and protection to children and 
young people and their families and this may 
make them reluctant to file a case against the 
trafficker especially if they think they may be 

C a s e  S t u d y  4 :

J is 16 years old.  A lot of her friends have left to go 
and work in Europe and she often gets emails from 
them telling her how great their lives are.

J does not see any opportunities in her home town.  
She sees an advert for a local employment agency  
who for a fee promise that they can help her get to 
Europe and get her a good job as a children’s nanny.

What J does not know is that the employment agency 
is part of a trafficking gang.  There is no job in Europe 
and once she gets there she is made to sell sex.  

J is told that she has to sell sex until  she has paid a 
huge amount of money to the traffickers to cover their 
costs.  She is threatened with violence and told that she 
will be reported to the police as an illegal immigrant if 
she tries to leave.

threatened or in  danger.  Often there are not 
enough specially trained police to investigate 
trafficking crimes.

Another problem is that trafficking gangs are 
very well organised and are often connected 
to other dangerous criminal activities.   
Trafficking is a big business that makes a lot 
of money.  The gangs have reason to work 
hard to avoid detection, sometimes paying 
bribes or using violence.  

Taking Action – Example from the Region 
of South Asia

In Bangladesh, the Government and UNICEF 
together with other organisations are 
developing minimum standards of care for 
children and young people who have been 
sexually exploited and trafficked. 
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All children are potentially at risk at 
becoming a victim of trafficking, but there 
are some things that make a child or young 
person more at risk.  This includes family 
problems or other social and economic 
difficulties such as where there is poverty, 
conflict and few opportunities for earning a 
living and employment.

Where there are many successful stories of 
people leaving to work elsewhere, children 
and young people can be vulnerable to false 
promises of a better life.  A lack of education 
and awareness on how they can protect 
themselves can also lead to children and 
young people being more easily fooled by 
offers.  

Children and young people from certain 
communities or ethnic groups or tribes are 
often even more at risk because they are 

Who are the children who 
are trafficked?

isolated or not fully accepted and viewed badly by 
the rest of society.  People may care less about what 
happens to these children and young people.

Children and young people living in difficult 
circumstances also have a very high risk of 
trafficking.  Difficult circumstances include children 
and young people living on the streets or involved in 
petty crime.

Taking Action – Example from the 
Region of East Asia & the Pacific

As a result of advocacy efforts from the 
public and numerous organisations, the 
Government of Thailand has amended the 
existing law on trafficking.

One of the important aspects of the new 
law on trafficking is that boys (and men) 
are also protected.  The previous law only 
covered girls (and women).
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Children and young people who are 
trafficked will suffer physical and sometimes 
sexual abuse, often of an extreme kind.  
This can leave them with health problems 
which can result in disability, disease and 
even death.  Girls may become pregnant, 
sometimes at a very young age. 

Mental health and emotional problems are 
also common.  Children and young people 
may find it difficult to trust others, or have 

What are the 
effects of trafficking?

Taking Action – Example from the Region 
of Europe & CIS

Under the ECPAT Europe Law 
Enforcement Group, countries all over 
East and West Europe and the CIS have 
been working together to train police 
officers and other professionals such 
as social workers, on trafficking.  This 
includes how to recognise and work with 
victims.

nightmares and live in fear.  Sometimes 
children and young people may use drugs 
and alcohol as a way of coping or may 
think about suicide (killing themselves).

If children and young people are rescued 
a careful assessment is needed of their 
home situation.  This is necessary because 
otherwise they might be returned home only 
to be trafficked again because nothing in 
their home situation has changed.

Taking Action – Example from the Region of Middle East & North Africa

The Government of Egypt and IOM have  introduced  an ‘ integrated migration 
information system’  to track safe migration into the country. This means that it should 
be easier to identify a child who is in Egypt illegally, possibly as a result of being 
trafficked.
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Being trafficked has a severe effect on 
children and young people.  The assistance 
needed depends upon the individual, but will 
typically include:

• P h y s i c a l  c a r e  – such as somewhere safe 
to live, food and clothes.

• H e a l t h  c a r e  –  such as medical care, 
information on personal hygiene  and sex 
education.

• p s y c h o l o g i c a l  s u p p o r t  – to help children 
and young people overcome all that has 
happened to them and to prepare them for 
their future. One way this is often done is 
by providing counselling.

• S o c i a l  a n d  L i f e  S k i l l s  – sometimes, 
especially when they have been trafficked 
as young children, victims need help to 
learn new ways of having relationships 
(that are not abusive) and how to make 
friends. They also need to learn how to 
keep themselves safer in future.

What help and assistance do 
victims of trafficking need?

• E d u c a t i o n  a n d  V o c a t i o n a l  t r a i n i n g  – 
children and young people who have 
been trafficked will almost certainly have 
missed out on their education.  They may 
need help in learning new skills so that 
they can get a job and support themselves 
and their families  when they are older.  
If they cannot do this there is a risk that 
they  might be exploited again or have to 
become involved in criminal activities to 
survive.

• P o l i t i c a l  c a r e  – children and young 
people who have been trafficked need 
justice and  advocacy to make sure that 
their rights are upheld. This includes 
ensuring that they have proper legal 
identity papers.

While some children  and young people 
may not be willing or able to return to their 
homes, for others this can be the best option, 
and something that they are keen to do.  
However to ensure that children and young 
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people are successfully reunited with their 
families it is important that support is offered.  

This is because sometimes families and 
communities can find it difficult to accept 
what has happened to the child or young 
person (they may blame them). When 
this happens we say that the child has 
been stigmatised. Even when families and 
communities do accept the child or young 
person they can sometimes find it hard 
to cope with the child or young person, 
especially if they have changed because of 
what they have experienced.

T h e  Y P P i s  a progr amme work i n g i n  I n d i a ,  N e p a l  a n d B a n g l a d e s h .  C h i l d r e n a nd youn g 
p e o p l e  f rom a l l  t h r e e  coun t r i e s  a r e i n v o l v e d i n  a c t i v i t i e s  r a n g i n g f rom ad voc a c y to 
awar e n e s s r a i s i n g ,  a n d i n c l u d i n g p e e r su p por t a nd p e e r e du c a t i o n ,  f o cu s s i n g on bo t h 
pro t e c t i n g ch i l d r e n a nd youn g p e o p l e  f rom t r a f f i c k i n g a n d s e x u a l  e x p l o i t a t i o n a n d 
a l s o pro v i d i n g  a s s i s t a n c e  t o v i c t i m s .  C h i l d r e n a nd youn g p e o p l e  f rom th e p ro j e c t  a r e 
a c t i v e l y  i n v o l v e d i n  t h e  d e s i g n a n d man a g em e n t o f t h e p rogr amme .  T h e y a l s o und e r t a k e 
r e s e a r ch .  T o d a t e  a round 5 0 0 ch i l d r e n a nd youn g p e o p l e  h a v e  b e e n d i r e c t l y  i n v o l v e d 
w i t h t h e Y P P .  F o r mor e i n f o rma t i o n go to www. y p p s a . o r g

Taking Action – Example from the Region 
of Africa

In Tanzania KIWOHEDE centre, which 
works with  ‘survivors’ of commercial sexual 
exploitation and those at risk, provides 
vocational training and loans so that young 
people are able to start their own businesses. 

Young people are involved in supporting each 
other, helping to ensure that the money is spent 
wisely and the loan repaid so that other young 
people can be helped. 
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Trafficking is illegal and has huge 
consequences for the victims. Children and 
young people are important in the fight to 
end trafficking, especially in trying to prevent 
children and young people from being 
trafficked.  Ways that you can get involved in 
the fight to combat trafficking include:

•  S p r e a d i n g  t h e  w o r d  a b o u t  t r a f f i c k i n g  
Talk to friends and family about what 
you have read in this guide, and 
raise awareness about the problem of 
trafficking.  Warn your friends about the 
dangers of offers of jobs that seem too 

What can children & young people 
do to help in the fight to combat 
trafficking?

good to be true,  or going to places that 
you don’t have much information about or 
any contacts.

• t a k i n g  a c t i o n  
 Find out  what your Government  is doing 

to combat trafficking. Write a letter to your 
Government and have others show their 
support by signing the letter asking your 
Government to  improve the domestic laws 
for better protection of children against 
trafficking and improved support for 
victims. 

 

S A F E T Y  F I R S T !
I t  i s  t e m p t i n g  t o  g e t  i n v o l v e d ,  a n d  t r y  t o  s t o p  t r a f f i c k i n g  i n  c h i l d r e n  a n d 
y o u n g  p e o p l e ,  b u t  a lwa y s  m a k e  s u r e  t h a t  y o u  a r e  s a f e .   A lwa y s  l e t  a n  a d u l t 
t h a t  y o u  t r u s t  k n ow a b o u t  y o u r  wh e r e a b o u t s  o r  wh a t  y o u  a r e  p l a n n i n g  t o  d o .  

R em em b e r ,  n e v e r  p u t  y o u r s e l f  i n  d a n g e r !   T h i s  o f t e n  j u s t  m a k e s  t h i n g s  wor s e .
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Finally, and importantly,  if you are, or 
become, a victim of trafficking please 
seek help.  It can be difficult to stop a 
bad situation, but getting help is the first 
step.  If you can, and you think it is safe, 
go to the police. Otherwise try to contact 

• J o i n  i n 
 Join an organisation  working  towards 

combating trafficking.  There are lots 
of local organisations working on this 
issue, but if you are stuck finding one 
try contacting one of the addresses on 
page 19 and see if they can help.  There 
are many ways to get involved, from 
joining awareness raising campaigns to 
becoming a peer educator.    Alternatively 
start your own organisation or make a 
presentation or do a project at school to 
inform others.

 • S p e a k  o u t 
 If you believe that someone is a victim 

of trafficking, please tell someone.  
Depending on the situation this might 
mean talking to an adult you trust, or going 
to the police or child protection services.  
If you are not sure the best thing to do, 
consider contacting a child helpline and 
asking for their advice.

a local children’s organisation or a child 
helpline. You can also contact one of the 
organisations on page 19 and ask for their 
help.  Trafficking is a crime and victims are 
entitled to special help, even if the traffickers 
say they are not!

If you are a victim of trafficking
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Organisations working to end child trafficking

There are many organisations working to end the trafficking in children 
and young people. These are some of the largest, working globally.  
You can contact them for more information, or to find details about local 
organisations in your area:

ECPAT International – www.ecpat.net (and the child and youth advisory 
committee www.eicyac.org)
Plan International – www.plan-international.org
Save the Children – www.savethechildren.net
Terre des Hommes – www.terredeshommes.org
UNICEF – www.unicef.org
World Vision – www.wvi.org

Thank you for taking the time to read this guide.  We hope that it has 
helped you understand more about the trafficking in children and young 
people, and what you can do to both support the fight to end it and 
protect yourself from becoming a victim.
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ECPAT International

328/1 Phayathai Road, 
Ratchathewi 
Bangkok  10400 
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Tel: +66 2 215 3388, +66 2 611 0972
Fax: +66 2 215 8272

Email: info@ecpat.net, media@ecpat.net
Website: www.ecpat.net
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